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This project utilizes the revitalization efforts of Grace Community Church in Winchester,
VA to examine the precedence of collaborative strategies for church revitalization. In this study
contemporary literature, theological foundations, surveys of church leaders in the United States,
and interviews with collaborative church and ministry leaders from around the United States are
evaluated to determine the need for greater collaboration for the health and revitalization of
church and ministries. The findings of this research argue that contemporary church growth
strategies that emerged from the recent church growth movement may actually inhibit church
revitalization efforts by imposing isolating strategies and limiting community engagement. This
thesis contends that implementing collaborative strategies among churches perpetuates church
revitalization and has a positive impact on the missional reach into the community. Key words:
church revitalization, collaboration, church growth movement, church decline, siloed leadership,
missional communities, missional strategies.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Jesus handed The Great Commission to his church as a powerful and formidable spiritual
offensive to continue the redemptive work he started on Calvary. The Great Commission is more
than a mandate, and it carries a greater significance than starting a religious movement. While
many churches incorporate the Great Commission into their mission statement, we are only
witnessing a partially effective effort to see its fulfillment. The American church is collectively
fumbling the ideation and execution of Christ’s commission through man-made priorities and
corporate models. Too often, churches in the same community see each other as competition
instead of partners. Even more, this mindset is visible within ministries of the same churches.
A mindset of collaborative ministry challenges the church to reevaluate the mindset of
silo leadership; the idea that churches exist in and apart from themselves. As the poet of
Ecclesiastes writes, “Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. For
if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not
another to lift him up!” (Eccl 4:9-10).1 That which is detrimental to the life of a leader is just as
damaging to the functionality of the Body of Christ. Despite the biblical calls for unity and
partnership, the idea of churches working synchronously appears to be avoided and even
resisted.
If the events of 2020 have demonstrated anything to contemporary churches and church
leaders, it is that churches need one another more than ever. The post-COVID church world will
be vastly different than the times before the COVID lockdowns. According to Barna Research,
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Unless otherwise noted, all biblical passages referenced are in the New English Translation (Biblical
Studies Press, L.L.C., 2006).
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one-third of practicing Christians report they did not practice their faith through worship services
by attending church service in person or online within a four-week period.2 This decline in
churches represents a trend toward church decline and a greater need for church revitalization.
However, how churches operate, missionally function, and deliver their messaging has
significantly changed. Even more, the methods previously considered best practice are now less
relevant because many cultural norms of the church have all but disappeared in a post-COVID
world.
The church will likely not go back to acceptable best practices that existed prior to March
of 2020 and must therefore remain nimble enough to abandon those mindsets and be prepared to
speak into a post-COVID society.3 Part of this realization for change is that churches need each
other. When churches learn to partner together, the Great Commission becomes more than a
mission statement. Churches begin to recognize it as something obtainable, transformational, and
exciting.
Ministry Context
Grace Community Church (GCC) is located in Winchester, Virginia. In 1997 The
Brethren Church of Ashland, Ohio, and its founding pastor established a church plant, meeting at
a local elementary school. Grace Community Church intended to establish a seeker-sensitive
church using attractional ministries in order to leave behind traditional church methodologies.

2

Barna Resarch Group, Five Trends Among the Unchurched, October 9, 2014,
www.barna.com/research/five-trends-among-the-unchurched/ (accessed July 13, 2020).
3
Thom S. Rainer, The Post-Covid Quarantine Church: Six Challenges and Opportunities That Will
Determine the future of Your Congregation (Carol Springs, IL: Tyndale Momentum, 2020), 7-8.
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Their philosophy was that planting churches needs to be audibly and visibly attractive, along
with missional and pervasive into the community of God’s people throughout the city.4
Winchester, Virginia, is located in the Shenandoah Valley of Northern Virginia,
approximately one and a half hours west of Washington, DC. According to the US Census,
Winchester’s estimated population is 28,078, with 81.4% of the population being white, African
Americans make up 11.3% of the people, and the remaining percentage comprises other races.5
Hispanic or Latinos make up 18.3 percent of the population.6 Winchester is known for its Apple
Blossom Festival, which draws tens of thousands of people from around the nation each April
and is home to Shenandoah University.
Under its leadership, Grace Community Church grew in size and influence. Its motto was
A Different Kind of Church, with a mantra that sought to be intentionally unconventional and
unlike other churches in the area. In 2003 it purchased its current facility, a renovated firehouse.
The church converted the bingo hall to a 500-seat auditorium. By 2015, GCC gathered at two
additional campuses, with all three campuses totaling a combined Sunday attendance of nearly
700 persons.
The Brethren Church
The Brethren Church is a small Anabaptist denomination headquartered out of Ashland,
Ohio. Its roots can be tied back to German and Dutch settlers in Germantown, Pennsylvania.
Eventually, religious leaders like Alexander Mack moved toward the Lancaster County Area.
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Brad Watson, Sent Together: How the Gospel Sends Leaders to Start Missional Communities (GCD
Books, 2015), 12.
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The Brethren movement then continued south through Maryland and finally into the Shenandoah
Valley, which encompasses northwestern Virginia stretching from Winchester and down into
Harrisonburg. Like many Anabaptist traditions, there are close relationships between the
Brethren Church and other affiliations such as the Grace Brethren and Brethren in Christ, along
with Mennonite and Dunkard traditions.
Like most Anabaptists, The Brethren Church values non-credal doctrine, nonconformity,
and nonresistance as part of its movement. The Brethren Church recognizes the dichotomy of not
being of this world yet being sent by Jesus into the world (John 17:14, 18).7 This idea of being
separated, but immersed in the world, is a significant element of Grace Community Church’s
history. Nevertheless, the temptations of the world eventually impacted church leadership.
Grace Community Church in Decline
The need for control and oversized personalities will eventually hamper a church’s ability
to proceed with its mission.8 This became evident in 2015 when the senior leadership and staff of
Grace Community Church were removed from their position, or they resigned. Encompassing
the disruption of leadership was a series of moral failures, organizational and fiscal
mismanagement, and an overarching failure in leadership. At the time of this disruptions at GCC,
there were two satellite campuses. One campus disbanded with problematic intent. The other
campus chose to continue as a Brethren Church plant apart from the GCC leadership. Attendance
at Grace Community Church quickly plummeted to well-below 100 people. Eventually, all
pastoral staff were dismissed or relocated.

7

Jason Barnhart and Bill Ludwig, A Brethren Witness for the 21st Century, 2nd ed. (Ashland, OH:
Bookmasters, Inc., 2015), 7.
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The remaining governing body sought the continued guidance of the Brethren Church
National Office (BCNO) and a private church consulting firm. After consultations, assessments,
and meetings, there was serious consideration toward the option of disbanding Grace
Community Church. The church was in a financial crisis with a large land purchase overhead,
deteriorating facilities, over salaried senior staff, and significantly dwindling offerings. The
church was in an attendance crisis and financial crisis with a severely damaged reputation among
the community. Finally, the church was in an organizational crisis with determining how to move
forward as a church body.
Grace Community Church’s Early Revitalization
Despite the seemingly impossible odds, immense heartache, and broken trust, the
remnant of Grace Community Church resolved to overcome the challenges ahead. The BCNO
enlisted an interim pastor, assisted the remaining campus with transitioning to a church plant
model, and assisted Grace Community Church with legal resolutions and fiscal restructuring for
a sustainable path forward financially. The church adopted a new governing constitution and
bylaws, and, for the first time, the church body elected a governing board for the first time in its
history. With the assistance of the consulting firm, Grace Community Church instituted best
practices and changes through a strategic plan toward a healthy ministry model.
The remaining body of GCC needed an immense amount of pastoral care, and they
needed to know they were loved at this stage.9 The interim pastor, a seasoned church leader, did
just that with scriptural teaching that helped lead the church move toward spiritual health.
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Mark Clifton, Reclaiming the Glory: Revitalizing Dying Churches (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing
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Additionally, the interim provided sound ecclesiastical advice for the new governing body and
sub-committees. The church formed a pastoral search committee, and the search for a new senior
pastor began for Grace Community Church.
In July 2016, the Grace Community Church unanimously elected its new senior pastor.
Much of the new pastor’s work centered around introducing expository preaching, building
organizational health, restoring deteriorating facilities, and rebuilding a healthy leadership team.
It was important during this time for the new pastor to be responsive to the unrest and
dysfunction that permeated the organization but also be forward-thinking beyond the time of
crisis and failure.10 The critical element of this period was a clear vision of what the church
needed to be, using Scripture to guide the plan and the specific calling God placed on Grace
Community Church.11
The initial strategic plan included basic, foundational practices of a healthy body while
also restoring the confidence of the remaining congregation of the spiritual leadership of the
church. At Grace Community Church the foundational practices of a healthy body are expressed
through what is called the 5 W’s: Word, Worship, Witness, Warmth and Works. The Word is the
foundational spiritual growth through scripturally based teaching and preaching, and
discipleship. Worship is focused adoration of God through music, arts, and gathering rooted in
the Word. Witness is expressed through teaching everyone to be missionaries in their community
an to share their faith in outreach. Warmth is time the faith community connects to encourage

10

Brian Croft, Biblical Church Revitalization: Solutions for Dying and Divided Churches (Geanies House,
Fearn, Ross-shire, Great Britain: Christian Focus Publishers, 2018), 35.
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Baker, 2017), 24.
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each other, and Works focuses on the day-to-day functionality and operations of the church
ministry and governance.
An essential part of the strategy required a shift in focus from internal survival to external
mission. This shift required a reformation in how Grace Community Church viewed itself and
the community around it.12 These changes were at times slow and gradual and, at its core
difficult because the church resided in the safety of self-care; transforming back to a missional
mindset required risk and trust. The initial revitalization process was first met with relief,
followed by a period of angst and unrest, and eventually to a place of confidence and strength.
This period of relief can be compared to one who was critically ill and regained hope for
health. There is jubilation in this phase that the sickness did not turn out to be terminal. It is
coupled with the expectation that a period of recovery remains ahead. There was also a
relinquishment of responsibility from many key leaders. There was a significant amount of
people, who were vital in keeping the church moving forward during the transition. Some of
these people now needed a break from leadership and ministry. What was clear is that the
required trust and respect of the new pastor would not happen for years to in order for the
necessary change to take hold.13
As change became more necessary, strategically and organizationally, the congregation's
trust to the new pastor was tested. During this time, there was increased unrest in persons who
were in leadership before and during the transitional period. It becomes necessary in this stage
for the role of the staff to shift from a dominantly care-taking leader to help heal organizational

12
Reggie McNeal, Missional Communities: The Rise of the Post Congregational Church (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Publishers, 2011), 7.
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wounds, to a missional leader who leads the church to once again realize the importance of the
missional needs of the church in the community.14 This shift in mission creates tension in the
balance of the church’s need to feel safe versus the changes that need to take place to become
more missionally-minded.
Grace Community Church is situated in a neighborhood that is racially diverse. There are
middle-income and low-income housing immediately around the campus with higher-income
neighborhoods nearby. Student housing for the university is also mixed in the community, along
with small businesses. Nearby are large strip malls and a large shopping mall, which comprises
the primary shopping district of Winchester. Within a few blocks of GCC are four other
churches, an elementary school, and a crisis pregnancy center. All of these present unique
missional opportunities to share the gospel.
Interestingly, nearly all of the membership and regular attenders come from outside the
community. The ethnic makeup of the church population little resembles the ethnic makeup of
the community. Grace Community Church, like most other churches in North America, was
under-serving and missionally anemic to the community around it.15
Over time Grace Community Church became more missionally-minded and revitalization
appeared more certain. A Hispanic church started meeting in the facilities, and many community
groups call the church their home. The addition of a Hispanic congregation did not answer the
pastor’s desire for a multiethnic church. It was clear to the pastor that to become a genuinely

14

McNeal, Missional Communities, 59.
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Timothy Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2012), 166.
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multiethnic church would be to merge with the Hispanic congregation.16 This effort to merge and
become more diverse remains a priority today.
In mid-2019, a vision of incorporating an online campus became a reality for Grace
Community Church. GCC added a staff member to help integrate the technology and begin the
organizational changes. By early 2020 it was realized the significance and the providence of this
shift as the COVID-19 shutdowns became a reality. This instantly made nearly all of the
ministries and services of GCC sustainable.
Instead of struggling through COVID, GCC thrived. Its community meal service
transitioned to a weekly drive-through service and increased the number of meals served by from
55 persons to over 300 weekly meals served. Weekly online attendance dramatically increased,
and these levels were maintained as the church transitioned back to a hybrid online/onsite model.
The leadership realized at the time the church reopened from the shutdowns, it was essentially a
relaunch. How the church functioned on Sunday mornings were characteristically transformed.
Over the last few years, Grace Community Church partnered with other organizations,
churches, and leaders to share the joy of collaborating in ministry. The leadership embraced
other kingdom-minded leaders and organizations to share in the Great Commission. Community
transformation started happening, and the leaders at GCC asked the question, “What if churches
did this all the time?”
As the pastor and leadership of Grace Community Church began to envision itself in a
post-COVID world, the prevailing vision of working together with other churches and leaders to
incarnationally and missionally move forward with the Great Commission became increasingly

16

Jim Tomberlin and Warren Bird, Better Together: Making Church Mergers Work (San Francisco: Jossey
Bass, 2012), 55.
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apparent. Grace Community Church started partnering more closely with another community
church just outside of Winchester. The two churches started working collaboratively with
outreach, youth ministries, children’s ministries, and technology changes. The vision expanded
to foresee an association of churches and micro-churches functioning together to build and equip
believers for ministry (Eph 4:12), share common doctrinal values, and focus on building the
Kingdom of Heaven as given in the Great Commission.
There were many transformations at GCC because of difficulty, challenges, and grander
vision. During these transitions from disfunction to restored health, from self-focused to
missional, from mediocre to cutting edge technology; from shut down to relaunch, it became
apparent that a collaborative approach to ministry and outreach was critical to revitalization and
community rapport. The early church was anything but individualistic because they understood
what churches could accomplish together is staggering. “This church Jesus built in Thessalonica
had the DNA to impact a region larger than Ohio! Ohio’s geography is roughly 40,000 square
miles; the region of Macedonia and Achaia is approximately 44,000 square miles with similar
boundaries.”17 What are the possibilities if the American church can learn to collaborate?
Problem Presented
The problem presented in this Doctor of Ministry project is that churches are largely
siloed within their communities and often view other churches as competition instead of partners
in the Great Commission. Grace Community Church experienced a sharp decline due to
leadership failure and was in jeopardy of closing. The new pastor was hired to revitalize the
church. Various organizational, staffing, and budgetary limitations significantly impeded or
17
Tony Webb, Gather to Movement: Gathering as Essential to Our Culture (Altamont, KS: Three Clicks
Publishing, 2014), 28.
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slowed the revitalization progress. What was discovered in this new pastoral context was the lack
of collaboration between local churches, correlating with a lack of missional effect to connect
with the community.
Church revitalization and missional influence within the community are closely
associated. A church that rediscovers its missional mandate and incarnationally influences the
community it resides will likely experience a renewal of organizational and spiritual growth.
This is coupled with church leadership that is passionate about reaching the community or city
for Christ. This passion for community outreach and evangelism is fueled by sharing the mission
with other churches.
Biblically, the church is identified as a body (1 Cor 12) and Christ’s bride (Rev 22:9).
When a church embraces this image, the church's essence, and the way its leadership functions
and approaches the church's mission is characteristically changed.18 Church decline is a product
of abdicating this core identity. Recovering the missional identity and a vision for incarnational
ministry exemplifies the meaning of church revitalization.19
A central motif of the early church is that its fundamental mandate was not rooted in
representing the constituency of the people within it, but rather it incarnationally functioned as
the Jesus that encompassed it (1 Cor 2:2). The early church was a movement toward engaging
the world around it. Reggie McNeal recognized this when he wrote, “[the] Biblical teaching on
the church sees the church as the ongoing incarnation of Jesus in the world, and organic life form

18

David Robertson, Collaborative Ministry: What it is, How it Works, & Why (Hatchette, UK: Parbar
Publishing, 2016), 110.
19
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Irreligious are Surprisingly Open to Christian Faith (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2019), 22.
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finally connected to him, depending on the metaphor chosen by the writer.”20 In essence, a
significant issue contributing to declining churches is the pale embodiment of Christ in the
church to the community. This is exaggerated even further by the lack of collaborative approach
demonstrated by the churches within a specific community.
A conspicuous gap emerges from the research within this thesis. This research
underscores that the majority of churches in America are in significant decline for various
reasons; the COVID epidemic has exponentially magnified this decline. Despite this shift, there
are tremendous individual church movements within the American church with little
collaboration. There are substantial partitions that exist among churches within the same
community.
The need for smaller, nimble, and “COVID-proof” church models that can quickly adjust,
continue to provide gathering points (even in the event of lockdowns), and also provide strong
discipleship paths is essential. Micro churches or house churches are emerging as viable options
as a future church model. Whereas prior to COVID, the mantra of most churches centered
around an attractional, crowd-based model, the post-shutdown view demonstrates that smaller
gatherings are more ideal.21
Even more, churches and church leaders view other churches as missional competitors
rather than missional partners. In essence, church revitalization begins to rebuild broken
churches by teaching church ministries to be collaborative within the mission and vision of an
individual church. Until churches recapture a collaborative approach to incarnational ministry to

20

Reggie McNeal, Missional Communities: The Rise of the Post Congregational Church (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Publishers, 2011), 4.
21

Brian Sanders, Microchurches (A Smaller Way) (Tampa, FL: Underground Media, 2019), 4.
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the community, true revitalization is never realized. The problem is there is a lack of
collaboration among churches and pastors in Winchester, Virginia, to revitalize the church as it
applies to the local missional ministry context.
Purpose Statement
Based on the problem statement presented, one may surmise that discovering a means for
a more relational means for churches to get along provides a solution. Fellowship between
pastors and church leaders can lead to deeper partnerships. Still, most often, church leaders
remain uncomfortable sitting across the table with other church leaders, and the relationships
frequently become stagnate or superficial at best.22 Relational improvements are beneficial but
do not go far enough. Churches must connect both relationally and missionally.
The purpose of this action research is to discover ways churches and ministry
organizations in Winchester, Virginia, can collaborate toward incarnational ministry in an effort
to help realize church and community revitalization. To do this, this research will ask the
following questions:
1. What are the barriers to churches engaging in collaborative missional ministry?
2. What methods and tactics should collaborative partnerships use to engage communities,
meet the interests, needs, and privations of missional communities?
3. What changes in leadership mindsets need to occur for collaborative ministries to be
successful?
4. How effective is a collaborative ministry toward influencing church revitalization?
5. Are there benefits in forming collaborative communities of micro-churches?

22

Bruno, 109.
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There are two central themes explored within this research. First, this research will examine
historical methods and approaches to church revitalization, indicators of church recovery, and
why these methods are deficient in resolving critical revitalization mandates. Secondly, the
results of this research will provide a clear context of successful collaboration, incarnational
ministry, missional ministry, and community relations as it relates to church revitalization. The
result will ideate clear leadership principles required for foundational collaborative ministries.23
This action research project explores these themes through several avenues. First, a literature
review examines resources and expositions pertaining to collaboration in ministry and other
related topics. This includes the theoretical and theological foundations for this thesis. Secondly,
this research quantitively examines this thesis through three research vehicles: a survey to church
leaders in various evangelical and Bible-centered denominations and interviews conducted with
church leaders engaged in collaborative ministry.

23
David Robertson, Collaborative Ministry: What is is, How it Works & Why (Hachette, UK: Parbar
Publishing, 2016), 110.
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Basic Assumptions
There is a basic assumption that Grace Community Church will support and underwrite
the research until completion. This action research project requires a measure of organizational
leadership, participation, and commitment. The overall vision of this research project could have
lasting changes in the mission and vision of Grace Community Church. Additionally, the
assumption is that partner churches will ultimately engage in the research and collaborative
ministry.
Another assumption is that the governing leadership will fully understand the concepts of
collaborative ministry, incarnational ministry, and missional community. These are fundamental
models that challenge contemporary ministry strategies. There is little research or basis for
modern churches successfully collaborating. What this research project is proposing is
innovative for current practical ministry. Most western churches assume that their function is to
draw people to their church. The challenge is getting the church into the community to effect
change, apart from an agenda of expecting something in return. This return expectation includes
the expectation of participants attending church on Sunday because of an outreach event.
The last assumption is that the participating churches are in a revitalization effort from
decline. In this context, the results of decline are substantiated through issues in leadership,
weakening spiritual health, or organizational breakdown. It is assumed these ministries
understand the value to collaborate instead of isolating in ministry.

15

Definitions
1. Attractional Church – A format of ministry that intentionally organizes and programs
Christian ministry in such a way as to avoid being offensive to non-Christians.24 Quite
simply, the attractional church asks the question, “How do we get people to come to our
church?”
2. Church Decline – The status of a church in a decrease of significant spiritual health,
weekly attendance, and effectiveness in sharing the Gospel.25
3. Church Revitalization – The effort to restore biblically spiritual health to a congregation
by correcting unhealthy patterns and characteristics through a range of actions and
processes that underscore the authority of the Word of God.26
4. Collaborative Ministry – Two or more churches engaged in kingdom-focused ministry
together, sharing common resources, staff, and efforts to glorify God above all else and to
reach goals that could not be achieved alone.27
5. House Church – A house church is the means of incarnationally living out the mission of
the church with enough people to fit inside a home, doing everything a church is
supposed to do, but in the context of a home.28

24

Jared Wilson, The Prodigal Church: A Gentle Manifesto Against the Status Quo (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway, 2015), 25.
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6. Incarnational Ministry – Incarnational ministry centralizes its mission on how the church
leaves the building to go out and take Jesus to the community.
7. Marriage Merger – Two churches realign themselves to unite under a vision to become
stronger together while retainer their unique characteristics29
8. Merger – The concept of two or more churches unifying as one church to achieve a
shared purpose in ministry.30
9. Micro Church – a church in its simplest form with people who meet in a house or any
non-traditional setting for the purpose of worship and spiritual Christian growth.31
10. Missional Church - The Missional Church is identified as the church enlisting with God’s
redemptive plan for salvation to the world.32
Limitations
As part of this study, the congregation of Grace Community Church will be requested to
shift cultural focus from in-house ministry to working with other churches. The level of
willingness to participate/collaborate with other congregations from Grace Community Church
will likely vary from person to person. Church members who are more centrally focused on
personal preferences, committee meetings, or sermon styles may not engage readily in the
missional nature of collaborative ministry.33
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The level of participation in collaboration from other churches is an additional limitation
of this study. Collaborative ministry requires a surrender of control. “Missional communities do
not work when people are just assigned to them. As extended households and have a social
space, missional communities work off of shared vision and values.”34 Consistent, shared, and
collaborative communication on numerous platforms from church leadership is imperative to
overcome participatory limitations.
Organizational changes due to staffing, governing leadership, budget, attendance could
also significantly influence how the collaborative ministry is prioritized during this research
project. A natural realization that was connecting the leader to accomplishing more together than
alone. However, this rarely happens without intentional direction and prioritization, and
frequently with a natural tendency to isolate.35 In organizational stress or changes in dynamics,
this tendency to isolate is typically greater and thereby should be guarded against.
Another limitation is the scope of time used to measure the outcome of the research. The
central examination of this research is gathering perceptions and understanding of collaborative
ministry from church leaders and congregational members. Therefore, the long-term benefits of
collaborative ministry between churches will not be realized through this project.
Delimitations
The location of this research project is centralized near Winchester, Virginia. The
primary research is conducted in the scope and context of Grace Community Church in
Winchester, VA. Therefore, the primary investigator and writer of this thesis will interview the
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majority of church leaders near Winchester, VA, although leaders outside of this area may occur.
Additionally, the mission of Grace Community Church will not change in reference to this
project. The work of this research will remain consistent with Grace Community Church’s
doctrinal values, mission statements, and strategic planning. The church leadership is supportive
of collaborative ministry.
Thesis Statement
Churches traditionally assume their role is to draw people into their building to effect life
change. The biblical model of the church was to incarnationally enter and affect change in their
community without an underlying agenda of church growth. If churches can learn to collaborate
to develop missional communities for revitalization, then their ministries and influence will have
a more significant impact on the local community.
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Chapter 2
Conceptual Framework

Literature Review
The majority of American churches are in a state of decline or decay.36 Twenty churches
make the decision every day to permanently close their doors.37 In 2010, the number of churches
deemed to be irrepressibly in decline was 35,000; today, that number is nearly double at 66,000
churches.38 As the United States approaches a post-COVID era, this number will likely grow
exponentially. Church leaders can continue to capitulate to the cause, or they can collaborate for
a solution.
The paradox of this decline is that the number of multisite megachurches tripled in the
last two decades.39 Ironically, megachurch leaders report that the essence of a person’s spiritual
formation happens in the small group setting, not the large auditorium.40 What does this say to
the churches to smaller churches who feel the pressure from church culture and denominational
leadership to grow numerically? Smaller churches can collaborate together as a network of
missional communities to focus on spiritual health toward revitalization.

36

Aubrey Malphurs, Re:Vision, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2014), 21.

37

Thom S. Rainer, Anatomy of a Revived Church: Seven Findings of How Congregations Avoided Death
(Springhill, TN: Rainer Publishing, 2020).
38

Ibid..

39

Maria Baer, US Megachurches Are Getting Bigger and Thinking Smaller (November 2020)
https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2020/november-web-exclusives/us-megachurches-multisite-small-grouphartford.html (accessed November 25, 2020).
40

Ibid..

20

This literature review examines the subject of local church revitalization through
collaborative efforts by developing missional communities.
The Need for Collaboration in Revitalization
There is a common belief is that churches in decline are better off closing their doors (in
some cases, this is necessary), but it this not the first or best option.41 For churches making
decisions regarding their future, a central theme frequently overlooked in church revitalization is
the opportunities found through collaboration. There is an illusion that churches need more
money, bigger buildings, and larger crowds to be successful in ministry, when in fact churches
already have everything they need, including each other.42 The absence of a significant
collaborative movement in the United States for struggling churches toward missional and
organizational health is incomprehensible. It is likely that the outcome for these churches could
be significantly different if healthy churches and churches in decline viewed each other
differently and worked together.
Church revitalization consultants concur that church revitalization is among the most
challenging ministry endeavors a pastor and church can undertake.43 For this reason, churches
and church leaders need ongoing partnerships with other healthy churches and pastors. Churches
that are struggling to regain strength can benefit from shared staff, organizational strategy, and
ministry resources through other churches.
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Brian Croft warns pastors called into church revitalization ministry to expect grief,
agony, and discouragement in revitalization ministry.44 Croft writes, “If you are a pastor trying to
revitalize a church holding onto the hope suffering will not come, you should find another line of
work now.”45 Many pastors depart from the pastorate after just two years at a church because
after that time, they begin to confront the spiritual adversaries of the church, and they are
spiritually and knowledgeably unprepared to overcome them.46 Pastors and churches in decline
need each other, if for no other reason than to encourage each other because few others
understand the immense pressure and discouragement associated with church revitalization
ministry.
Another reason churches and leaders need collaboration is that a thriving church gives
glory to God and His Kingdom, where a dying church takes away from God’s glory.47 The death
of a portion of the Body of Christ should be unconscionable to the rest of the body. To this point,
a gap resulting from this research is identified: the lack of distress the church collectively shows
toward the part of the body is staggering.
The description of the church, as illustrated by Paul in First Corinthians Chapter 12 to be
The Body of Christ, is much broader than an individual organization. Paul is referring to the
entire body; every church. Interestingly, a recurring theme in church revitalization literature is
about the church body, but churches seldom practice or demonstrate this with each other in
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reality. Chris Bruno and Matt Dirks elaborate on this image, “We need one another desperately.
Some of our churches are beautiful brown eyes, while some are smelly armpits that are nothing
but sweat and keep the body from overheating.”48 It is this kind of diversity that God loves and
enjoys.49 A group of churches committed to missionally collaborating will celebrate their
diversities that make each church unique and provide variety for the community to join in on the
harvest.50
To this point, Neil Powell and John James agree, arguing that the more ways churches
can reach collaborative strategies, the more influential the churches will be in their communities
with the Gospel and reaching people for Jesus.51 What the church generally fails to adopt,
according to Curtis Love, is that mission not merely as an activity or function of the church, but
rather a movement of Christ through his church toward the restoration of broken and depraved
people desperately in need of his healing.52 The mission is incarnational. A church that is broken
and isolated has little hope to offer to someone in the community that is likewise in distress.
Perhaps this is why Barna notes that regular church attendance is irrefutably becoming a less
normal part of the American culture.53 At the same time, the number of Americans identifying as
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Christian has decreased dramatically, while simultaneously the number of Americans claiming
no religious affiliation increased.54
Despite all the books and resources on the subject of church revitalization, the outcome
of declining churches remains a common trend in America, and church splits and closures
remains unchanged.55 Daniel Yang concurs that the effort is arduous with scarce outside
support.56 For Yang, if someone would have encouraged him to quit during his revitalization
efforts, he says probably would have followed their advice.57 The need for collaboration remains
a significant dysfunction of the church because churches fail to recognize how much they need
each other. Moreover, even though businesses and other organizations are learning to
collaborate, the church lags in enjoying the benefits.58
Missional Communities for Collaborative Revitalization
The second theme in collaborative revitalization ministry is the development of missional
communities. The writers in the sources of this thesis frequently spoke on the concept of the
missional aspect of church revitalization. The term “missional,” when applied to the church
under foundations of the Great Commission is significantly different than the term is
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contemporaneously used.59 The mission of the Gospel to the community is the essential mission
of the local church.60 The church is gathered and equipped by God into a local community to
share in the mission of God to that community.61 When the church comes to this realization, a
significant shift occurs.
To develop Love’s point even further, typically, a church shares a community with other
churches. It is unusual for a church in America not to have another church within a short distance
of its building or where it gathers for worship. This means that God placed those churches
together for a reason, and it is likely not for them to be siloed in ministry. Reggie McNeal states
that for a church to truly experience revitalization, a church must modify the focus of its ministry
from a mostly internal effort to a primarily external attempt.62
What makes a church or a partnership of churches uniquely missional is the unwavering
belief that the Gospel is powerfully influential to the benefit of the community.63 Missional
churches seek common ground with their communities through service projects, benevolence,
and humanitarian work, along with creative arts ministries.64 These efforts usually are not
exactly altruistic because there is an expectation (or at least a hope) of reciprocal relationship
through church attendance and financial support after the event. It is vital for the church to
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establish a better mindset of living out the gospel and removing the stigmas of being selfserving.65
The church is in need of a missional shift. Brian Sanders, pastor of UNDERGROUND,
leads a network of micro-churches where adherents are missionaries instead of members. The
church’s purpose is centered around the mandate of equipping and empowering for missional
ministry in their community instead of performance-based services.66 Following this model, the
pastor comes to the realization he is one part of a larger team, and therefore he is not the central
figurehead of the entire church but seeks a means to equip others to fulfill their calling.67
Discipleship is qualified through bearing missional fruit as Jesus describes it in Matt 3:8 and
Matt 12:22, instead of affiliation as the church defines it today.68
Mission is not something we add to our churches. It is a part of what makes us the
church. To exist is something without a white-hot commitment to the mission of
God in the world it is to exist as something other than the church there are large
gatherings of people all over the world who are only building and have paid good
money for a sign that says Church on the front of it. But I must admit the minimum
requirement for being a church – worship community, and mission – the building
and sign does not make them a church69
A gap in the missional concept of church revitalization is a collaborative formation of
missional communities. The essence of a missional community is building vital discipleship
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relationships within the community.70 This is increasingly difficult for a church in decline but
would be synergistic with churches who are missionally aligned and collaborated. Once a church
begins to understand this foundational concept, it begins to realize its missional movement.71
The importance of the missional church in revitalization is essential, and it is the essence
of the church’s mission. A church truly achieves revitalization when it restores missional
urgency. The research on this subject indicates that the missional work of the church is increased
exponentially through collaboration.72 People are open and receptive to the message of the
Gospel, and, as Richardson stresses, if the church can missionally recapture its mandate, a
renewed hope returns to our communities.73
Strategies in Collaborative Revitalization
The missional essence remains a collective theme for source authors, like Mark Clifton,
in revitalization strategies.74 This strategy is never more profound, according to Powell, as when
churches partner together.75 It is essential to understand that the opposite is also true. The gospel
mission of the church is often lost in isolation, and likewise, it is discovered in collaboration.76
As Allen Effa writes, “The church in the West needs to recover its “church fullness” by
becoming, once again, this radical community of diverse people who gather and encounter God
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in the mystery and beauty of word and sacrament and offer an alternative way of living in the
world.”77 When churches partner together, they can strategically accomplish this and influence
the community through the gospel significantly beyond what is possible if they worked alone.
One strategy for churches to collaborate is organizationally merging to share resources.
Mergers do not necessarily mean that the unique identity of a church is lost or surrendered. For
instance, marriage mergers join together with a unified vision.78 Tomberlin explains that
“Marriage mergers in churches are much like a marriage of husband and wife: people in
marriages both bring strengths and liabilities. Furthermore, like many marriages, churches
coming together may have difficulties, but they can work through them.”79 Marriage mergers
bring solutions to the unique culture of the church without surrendering its identity. However,
each church also brings to the table complementary strengths. The combining of strengths and
the complimenting of weaknesses increase the reach of the churches far more significant than if
they labored alone.
Like any good marriage, the relationship should be thought through and well-prepared.
The churches should strategically understand their mission and vision and how they are going to
accomplish those. According to Brad Watson, a common strategy is to love specific people in the
community that is often overlooked by the church.80 Watson identifies three primary categories
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for a common missional approach: geographic, network, and marginalized.81 Likewise, Bruno
identifies three critical elements for church missional partnerships: need, opportunity, and
congruity.82
Gathering people together is a critical function that Tony Webb of Vision USA identifies
for collaborative and missional bodies to do well. Just as missional discipleship is relational, so
is gathering and connection key to church planting, revitalization, and developing missional
communities.83 One such way the early church gathered people was through fellowship and
meals. In his exposition of Acts, Keener identifies this activity as a critical gathering principle
for the early church.84
When the church is vested in the community, the unchurched are more willing to engage
with the church. Richardson says that more than half of the unchurched claim that if the churchsponsored an event geared toward community safety and crime prevention, they would attend the
event.85 Often, when the church begins to care, the community will join in the effort because
security is an essential concern of almost every person.86 It is these kinds of events that Webb
reasons are the ideal time to employ people in the church who are naturally gifted at gathering
people together.87
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The mission of the community is intrinsically connected to the purpose of the church.
When three or more churches collaborate with this ideal, the city will likely begin to also
collaborate with the church. This kind of collaboration is where Tim Keller underscores the
missional necessity of the church to partner with the community strategically. “The cities of the
world are grievously underserved by the church because, in general, the people of the world are
moving into cities faster than churches are. I am seeking to use all the biblical, sociological,
missiological resources at my disposal to help the church reorient itself to address this deficit.”88
Another missional strategy for church revitalization is to contextualize the Gospel in the
community the churches reside properly. The strategic church recognizes that the church is
ministering in a postmodern, post-Christian era. Creating innovative programs or creative
presentations of the Gospel offers little interest to the unchurched today.89 Missional
revitalization is not based on contemporary music or by adding smoke and lights but adjusting
the church's culture to live out the Gospel in a way that matches the principles that the church
proclaims.90 To the point of doctrine, Keller is clear that incarnationally living out the Gospel is
not changing Christian doctrine, while at the same time skillfully bringing contextualization to
presenting the Gospel to the community.91
Collaborative ministry realizes that the competition is not the church down the street but
the kingdom of darkness. The collaborative church learns to recognize other churches in the
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community as allies. Jesus intentionally dispersed and regionalized the disciples and the early
church.92 Like Jesus, collaborative churches strategically centralize and empower new life.
Collaborative missional communities are intentionally Spirit-led. They are communities that give
birth to the Gospel in the community through its contextual mission.93
Leadership Strategies in Collaborative Revitalization
A fourth theme in the sources for collaborative church revitalization is the necessity for
exceptional leadership and leadership development. Declining churches need a leader to follow,
and it is not the wealthiest member or whoever attends the church the longest; it is godly, Spiritled leaders with a bold vision: God’s vision.94 Davis agrees that the leader who desires to see his
church revitalized must be willing to surrender himself to the holiness of God altogether.95
Adding to this, McNeal states that the leader must have a commitment to Christ, a commitment
to the church, a clear missional vision, and be willing to be accountable to others.96
The focus on missional development of church leadership is not a departure from the
uncommitted; it is the opposite.97 For a collaborative missional church to be committed to
making disciples in the community, healthy discipleship begins with healthy leadership.
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Discipleship is a long and ongoing process that requires commitment.98 This means speaking the
Gospel must be communicated continually; this means people must continually be invited to take
part in the harvest; this means challenging leaders and believers alike to grow in their faith
through discipleship continually.99 There is no one duty or single job that will accomplish the
mission, and high capacity leaders will engage with whatever it takes to get it done.100 Paul
viewed the role of church leadership as a crucial part of the missional activity.101
Rick Richardson agreed when he said that missional leaders are highly relational and
initiate spiritual conversations; they share their faith when the opportunity arises and invite
people to repentance and forgiveness at the appropriate time.102 In doing so, missional leaders
encourage other leaders and help other leaders to grow. This is a second important aspect of
leadership in the church revitalization environment. The revitalization pastor should be highly
committed to gathering and discipling other leaders, especially the elders of the church.103 The
church is in desperate need of young leaders, especially young men.104 It is vitally essential that
existing leaders purposely disciple younger leaders.
A gap in the ministry context here is that leadership remains undecidedly internal. Is it
possible to help leaders from other churches grow through sharing the unique leadership skills in
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one’s ministry context? Absolutely. Michael Fletcher writes that a robust leadership pipeline is
critical to the continuation of a local church’s existence.105 For that reason, a collaborative
approach to leadership development in the church is all the more essential and fundamental to
church revitalization. Instead of churches focusing their attention toward big personalities on the
stage, they should invest in empowering leaders who are multiplying themselves.106
Here also is where churches can collaboratively bring the opportunity to engage their
community missionally. The church can introduce spiritual ideals in the home and through the
marketplace because Jesus shows up with his followers wherever they show up.107 As churches
collaborate with leadership development, they may also collaborate with businesses and other
organizations for leadership development and incarnational discipleship. Instead of the church
waiting for the marketplace and business leaders to come to the church, the church learns to
engage the marketplace, schools, and our culture.
The Missional Fruit Realized in Collaborative Revitalization
The final theme in this literature review is the theme of the realization of missional in
collaborative revitalization. The scorecard for missionally-minded collaborative churches has a
vastly different set of criteria than programmed-based churches.108 The realization for these
churches is that they are not in competition with each other. Instead, they are missionally minded
in ways described Jer 29:7: “But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile,
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and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” Working
together becomes the basis of the scorecard for churches that collaborate.
Several sources in this review underscore the point that fruitfulness is not a congregation
size or growth rate. “Success—bearing fruit in the life of a church—means having a pattern of
making disciples who make disciples that results in the community being noticeably better.”109
The foundation of this metric is rooted in spiritual and organizational health, along with spiritual
growth instead of numerical growth.110 There is an increasing number of churches that attract
crowds through entertaining worship services and programs, with little concern for spiritual fruit.
Cole draws on the adage ”What you win them with is what you win them to,” meaning that
churches built on entertainment, programs, or buildings must go to massive efforts to retain
people with the same agendas.111 Only a saving relationship with Christ, through the hope of the
Gospel, will deepen relationships in the community, provide answers, and realize the harvest
before churches who are willing to lift their eyes.112
Barna reveals this problem is not only understood by revitalization experts, but it is
recognized by communities alike, citing that just under half of unchurched Americans could not
identify a positive contribution to the community by the church.113 What churches view as
attractional programs appear as smoke and mirrors to the unchurched. Therefore, just as a
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strategy is incarnational, so is the fruit that the strategy produces. As McNeal points out,
missional churches meet their communities where they live, work, play, and go to school.114 This
is how declining churches experience new life, and when it is done collaboratively, entire
communities share in the benefits and the transformational results of disciples making
disciples.115
Keller agrees but takes it a step further when he writes that when the church understands
and embodies the biblical Gospel, the church will look much different from the conventional
systems put in place for convenience.116 Rainer concurred with this notion when he wrote that
even how the church prioritizes its budget will shift from internal comforts to carrying ministry
outside its walls.117 Fletcher identifies a critical difference between a church trying to change the
world and a church that helps others change their world. Tom Fletcher has a substantial
difference because churches can engage in social justice issues or humanitarian efforts quite
effectively without ever developing people spiritually and empowering them to fulfill God’s
mission in their own life.118 The result is a powerful movement without incarnationally,
including Christ’s commission to go and make disciples.
The gap in these ideals remains centered around churches who are siloed in ministry to
the community and each other, rather than partnering together with resources, people, and
ministry to seek the welfare of the city. In reality, the unchurched remain highly receptive to the
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Gospel and spiritual issues; it is the church, as usual, that is distasteful.119 Collaboration is an
opportunity for churches to work together to take the Gospel into their communities as a
missionary band.120 Webb agrees that relationships are crucial to building and maintaining the
trust and missional fruit. “Events are good beginning points, but typically lacking in the long
term, if that is all that happens.”121 Brad Watson exemplified the relational aspect of the Gospel
when he wrote that a gospel-centered community will always be a missional community that
keeps Jesus in the center of everything.122 Gospel-centered people are missional people. Rarely is
there a robust spiritual community that genuinely loves one another and does not have Jesus in
the middle of everything they do?123
The problem that exists with traditional strategies and metrics is the nominal Christians in
churches who are more interested in their standards than the community's needs.124 These are
people who like to talk about Jesus quite a bit but lack fruit in their own lives.125 Powell tells us
that there must be a tenaciousness in leadership to push beyond these low standards.126 With
collaborative ministry, church leaders work together, encourage each other, and cast vision with
greater clarity to help overcome these obstacles.
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It is clear, especially in a post-COVID world, that our cities need the Gospel more than
ever before in modern history. The church’s mission is to bring the Gospel to the communities
they live in every day. Brad Watson reminds readers that cities need the missional communities
in “every crack” of the city.127 However, a lack of desire for contextualization leaves the ministry
of the church one-sided, and churches, along with believers alike, remain siloed in their
preferences, contexts, and vision.128 Conversely, churches erroneously bring unbiblical
characteristics of the American culture into the context of the church to appear more
appealing.129 Both are mistakes which the churches should avoid.
The solution for churches who want to engage the community missionally will be
through service and sacrifice.130 Revitalization happens when the church regains its missional
mandate and incarnationally gives an increase to the welfare of the city. With churches
collaborating toward missional ministry in communities, the results are exponential.
“Redemption is a message that must be delivered by us on our knees, holding a towel and
basin.”131 That image will not be fully realized until churches and church leaders surrender their
control to bring missional communities committed for the cause of Christ.
Theological Foundations
Collaborative missional unity in the church was a foundational element in the New
Testament as a characterization of the Body of Christ. In fact, the idea of a church operating
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autonomously was alien to the New Testament Church. The New Testament is, in part, the
historical account of God bringing people with various backgrounds, ethnicities, and nationalities
together to accomplish His mission.132 At the very birth of the church on Pentecost, Luke records
in Acts Chapter 2, the diverse unity of nations influenced by the coming of the Holy Spirit. “And
they were amazed and astonished, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And
how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language? Parthians and Medes and Elamites
and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia,
Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews, and
proselytes, Cretans and Arabians—we hear them telling in our own tongues the mighty works of
God.” And all were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” (Acts
2:7-12).
One significance of this passage in Acts presents when considering collaborative ministry
includes the multi-ethnic aspect of the church’s mission. Another significant characteristic of
Acts 2:7-12 is the unified diversity in which the church was birthed on that first Pentecost. To
this, Luke’s point is clear: everyone present was included and invited to join in the mission of the
church.133 This follows with the question which begged to be answered by Peter’s sermon, ‘What
does this all mean?’ (Acts 2:12).
In underscoring the imperative nature of unity in the church when it comes to the
church’s mission, the Apostle Paul writes, “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were
called to the one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and

132

Tomberlin, 8.

133

David G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids,
MI; Nottingham, England: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 137.

38

Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph 4:3-6). Paul likens the church to a
body that is interdependent and functioning in unison (1 Cor 12:12). To Paul, the idea of the
body working independently from the rest of the body would be disastrous (1 Cor 12:15-16).
The psalmist declared, “how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” (Ps
133:1). The preacher in Ecclesiastes proclaimed, “Two are better than one because they have a
good reward for their toil…. a threefold cord is not quickly broken.” (Eccl 4:9; 12). “Iron
sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another” (Prov 12:17) is a powerful reminder from
Proverbs. The Bible is filled with exhortations and instructions for God’s people to intentionally
strive for unity and share resources. This collaboration is critical to the practical realization of the
Great Commission.
Biblical Terms for Collaboration
The Scripture is clear that everything, including Christ’s Church, was created to give God
glory and accomplish His will.134 “In Jeremiah 29:7, God calls the Jews not to just live in the city
but to love it and work for its Shalom.”135 The vision of a church should extend well beyond the
boundaries of the building, campus, and even the people. The vision of the church is to be a
missional vision for the city it resides and a shared vision with other churches in the community.
The Church was birthed at Pentecost as a world-changing force when they were unified
during a prayer meeting (Acts 1:4-5, 14).136 Having a clear understanding of expressions of
collaboration as used in Scripture will bring clarity in application to churches today.
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1. Homothymadon (ὁμοθυμαδόν) is used frequently by Luke in Acts to describe the
early church. It is used in Acts 11 times and is translated in the ESV, ‘together,’ (cf.
Acts 2:46), ‘accord,’ (cf. Acts 1:14), or ‘united’ (Acts A8:12). It can describe the
unity of a group and translate “with one mind.” “The term denotes common interest
and expresses reaction to some outside event. In the New Testament, it stresses inner
unanimity in response to teaching (Acts 8:6) or prayer (1:14). Tensions exist, but
unanimity is achieved in the magnifying of the one Lord (Rom 15:6). It is a response
to God’s action for the community and the world (cf. Acts 1:14; 4:24).”137
2. Ecclesia (Ekklēsia), meaning “assembly,” most commonly conveys God’s people
gathered as a community centered on Christ as the defining characteristic.138 It is
identified in the New Testament as an orderly community, worshipping, and
serving.139 This missional distinctive is a necessary part of the word’s definition and
origin (cf. Acts (2:47; 5:11; 7:38; 8:1, 3; 9:31; Rom 16:23; 16:4, 16; Gal 1:13, 22).140
3.

Κοινωνία (Koinonia) is a term used to express the joint participation of the early
church in sharing all aspects of life. It denotes the church’s fellowship in common
with faith, experience, and community as an example set by Jesus. In anticipation of
his return, it expresses the loving fellowship which renounces entitlement.141 What is
significant of the koinonia expressed in the early church is the sharing of possessions,
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finances, and communalism in mission, as portrayed in Acts 4–5.142 Paul described
fellowship as a means to bring churches together and proclaim the communion of the
Holy Spirit.143
4. Sōma (σῶμα) is used in New Testament Greek to describe a living body or organism.
In reference to the fellowship of believers, Paul uses it in his description of the church
(Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 12:12–27; Eph 3:6, 4:15–16; Eph 5:23; Col 1:18, 24). Jesus Christ
is the head of the body.
5. Synergos (συνεργός) is frequently translated as “fellow worker.” The New Testament
always uses the word in the plural form with 13 occurrences, 12 times with Paul and
once in 3 John.144 “Paul uses it to describe pupils and companions who aid him in his
work, adding “in Christ” in Rom 16:3, 9. He honors his fellow workers by using the
term and strengthens their authority. He often includes himself (2 Cor 1:24 and cf.
Col 4:11), to point out that they are all God’s helpers and are thus workers in God’s
kingdom.”145 The critical distinction for these workers is not their work for a single
church but for the Kingdom of God and their shared missional investment into the
work being done.
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6. Yah’had ( )ַיַחדrepresents a community united in action, time, or place suggesting all at
once, as well as all together.146 It is used to express wholeness, oneness, or alikeness.
(Ps 133:1, 2 Sam 10:15, Ps 98:8, 1 Chr 12:17).
Collaboration in the Early Church
One of the primary sources of success in the early church was a collaborative network.
The organizational simplicity of the early church provided advantages, but it was also a
tremendous weakness. The resources at the modern church’s disposal are significant. For the
early church, they were learning to share resources and people and collaborate provided a
considerable advantage. Fulfilling the Great Commission and the Great Commandment meant
adopting a lifestyle rooted in sacrificial service that was objectively different from the
culture.147In the upper room of Pentecost, the disciples gathered and prayed (Acts 2:1), waiting
for instruction and the empowerment promised by Jesus (Acts 1:8). The intention of the coming
of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost was to empower the disciples for the accomplishment of the
mission.148 “The community is now much larger than that of the earlier united nucleus in Acts
1:12-14: The Holy Spirit activity has brought about church growth, but the accomplishment of
the church is not completed until it reaches all nations.”149
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Scripture poignantly points out more than fifty times that God entrusts everything to his
people, including His church, for His glory.150 To be sure, the church is for Christ’s benefit and
not to glory in itself. As the early church grew, organizational and leadership complexity also
increased. The early church networked together and empowered each other to share the Gospel.
Never in the disciple’s minds of the early church was the idea of silo ministry.151 The early
church understood the synergy necessary to urgently accomplish the mandate of the Great
Commission.
Likewise, in the early church was the idea of incarnational ministry within the
community. “The goal of the Pentecost experience, with us empowerment for the mission,
includes a community of modeling the ideal, a proleptically eschatological lifestyle of the
kingdom. The community is now much larger than that of the earlier united nucleus in Acts 1:1214: The Holy Spirit’s activity has brought about church growth. The ideal church offers a pivotal
climax in the goal of Luke’s larger story, though, for Luke, this ideal church cannot be complete
until it includes representatives of all nations (1:8).”152
The missional element of the church was dependent on collaborative efforts. What was
happening in Jerusalem was essential to churches in other parts of the region and the other way
around. The mission was sacred, not the resources. The Gospel transformed the early church into
ministers of reconciliation because the mission of reconciliation permeated through the
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incarnational community known as the church.153 In Acts 2:42-47, Luke provides a snapshot of
this missional community in action:
And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many
wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed
were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their
possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had
need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their
homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and
having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day,
those who were being saved (Acts 2:42-47).
Among the key descriptors relevant to this study is “koinonia,” fellowship, or having all
things in common (Acts 2: 42, 44). Fellowship (a word which occurs only here in Acts) may
refer either to the common spirit which the believers shared with the apostles, or, more likely, to
the communal spirit which they shared with the entire group, and which is described in verses
44–46. In many languages, this fellowship may be described as “they shared what they had with
the others” (or “the other believers”) or “they were one with the others.”154
Collaboration in Pauline Epistles
The idea of collaboration did not cease with the church and Acts but persisted. For
example, we find in Pauline writing examples of how churches are collaborating regionally.
When a need arose in the Jerusalem church, churches around the area stepped up to deliver for
the cause. Paul uses numerous words to describe the effort for this collection, but the Greek word
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Koinonia (Rom 15:26) is the most prolific.155 “Paul saw the collection as a unique way to draw
churches together and display the unity of the Spirit.”156
In 1 Cor 12, Paul provides a robust discourse in describing the church as a functional,
living body. This body is interdependent upon each other and unable to function without its
entirety healthy. Paul’s description of this body was not limited to a local church body but given
to the entire Church and the bride of Christ as a whole. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have
no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you” (1 Cor 12:21). This
passage is a rebuke to churches who refuse to share the value of other believers. Thus, Paul is
identifying two critical ideas. First, the various members of the Body of Christ are
interdependent and must rely on each other for the body to operate. 157 Secondly, the part of the
Body that others may not consider important are not inferior to the other parts but may actually
require special treatment.158 This points to churches in need of revitalization, which are
considered insignificant to larger churches or churches in remote areas. All of which benefit
from collaborative efforts in missional efforts.
Paul’s use of the body analogy is not to impose uniformity upon the Church, but rather to
illustrate the necessity of the interdependence of the Church. “There is unity in plurality, but not
uniformity. Individual integrity remains. Indeed, Paul’s “insistence that a functioning body needs
diverse body parts … reminds us of the need to distinguish and not equate solidarity and
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sameness.”159 First Corinthians is not the only place Paul applies this analogy. We find Paul
using this language in Rom 12:3-8, Gal 3:26-27, Eph 2:17-22, and Eph 4:11-16.
The Pauline letters edify this concept not only as an allegory but also in practice.
Frequently, Paul gives credit to partners in ministry. These people are often someone who
collaborated with Paul in numerous places. An example would be Paul’s credit to Priscilla and
Aquila in Romans 16:3. They went with Paul to Ephesus (Acts 18:18) and remained there when
he continued on his missionary journey. They were a good Christian couple, for they were able
to instruct the redoubtable Apollos in the faith (Acts 18:26). They had a church in their house in
more places than one (v. 5; 1 Cor 16:19).”160
Paul mentions Tychicus in the Epistles of Ephesians and Colossians, as well as Timothy
and Titus (Eph 6:21–22; Col 4:7; Titus 3:12; 2 Tim 4:12). There was an apparent communal
effort in sharing the Gospel among the early church, even to the point of sharing letters and
messages (Col 3:16). The necessity of networking and collaborative leadership continually led to
the early church’s strengthening and success, even in the face of persecution and difficulties.
Collection for Jerusalem Churches
A central collaborative theme in the New Testament presented by Luke in Acts 20:1-4
and addressed by the Apostle Paul in 1 Cor 16:1-4, 2 Cor 8:1-9:115, and Rom 15:14-32. “On his
visit to Macedonia and Achaia, Paul seems to have been successful in gaining the support of the
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Christians there for the collection he was about to take to Jerusalem.” 161 Luke only briefly
mentions this aspect of Paul’s purpose in going to Jerusalem in Acts 24:17.162
The purpose of this collection was to support the ministry to the poor (Gal 2:10) and for
the Gentiles to support the church in Jerusalem. As Cimpa points out, “It seems that the believers
in Jerusalem had chronic economic problems, and Paul and other leaders encouraged the giving
of material support from other churches to the mother church…the collection for the Jerusalem
believers served as “a symbol of the unity of the Church.”163 The idea is clear: the early church
remained connected through mission, mutual support, and encouragement. Church leaders like
Paul were dedicated to collaborating to make sure the needs of other churches were shared (Gal
2:10).
Theoretical Foundations
The idea of collaborative missional ministry in the early church sets a powerful example
for the modern church movement. Just as the early church sought to bring incarnational change
to the world through the Gospel, so can the contemporary church work collaboratively for the
peace, security, justice, and prosperity of their communities.164 The effects of churches
collaboratively working toward the effort of incarnational fulfillment of the Great Commission
exponentially enhances the transforming positive impact on those communities.
In practice, churches typically look toward missional efforts within their own community
for numerical gain or increase in attendance. This practice attaches the priority of church
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attendance (as well as offerings) to the mission of outreach. There is always the proverbial carrot
dangling ahead of the missional work of the church. In essence, the church is telling the
community that they are going to do something nice for them, but the underlying expectation is
that they will come to the church. This approach essentially undermines the revitalization effort
because revitalization is characterized by the false metrics of attendance numbers instead of
healthy ministry. When the fruit of attendance is not realized as a result of outreach, the
assumption is that the outreach methods are faulty, or the targeted recipients are apathetic toward
spiritual issues.
The reality is that mission and fulfillment take place primarily in the community where
people live, work, and play, not in the context of Sunday services.165 Every church wants to see
attendance numbers increase, but that is not the churches’ mission. The church leader that is
focused on mission is externally focused on how they can have the most significant influence for
the kingdom instead of church growth.166 Mission is not a part of a checklist of necessities for a
healthy church; it is the very reason the church exists.167
Church Revitalization in Collaborative Ministry
Church revitalization is one of the most challenging ministry efforts, and communities
are dependent on healthy, wholistic churches who are not focused on getting people through their
doors but desire to see the transformative power of the Gospel in the lives and welfare of their
community.168 The toll of church revitalization, when reduced down to a systematic effort of
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church growth, misses the mark of the Great Commission and the collaborative nature of the
body of Christ Paul describes in 1 Cor 12. This is because the mission of the church is not a what
but a who.169 When the church views itself as a process toward building people, others are likely
to join in to become a part of the movement.170
Andrew Davis says that revitalization resolves to restore the church by employing
biblical means that were once in effect in a previously healthy church.171 The revitalization
pastor who endeavors to include collaborating ministry strives in the same manner as the early
church. Church leaders must be willing to relinquish control, give up resources, programs, and
agendas to see the incarnation of Christ’s ministry come alive.172
The collaborative mission of churches toward community help churches alleviate the
burden of doing outreach for the purpose of numerical growth. The burden becomes how can the
church missionally work together to see the Great Commission realized. This burden is alleviated
because the church down the street is no longer viewed as a competitor for attendees but a
partner in ministry. Churches are now living as a community of believers despite stylistic and
doctrinal differences.173
For most churches, being small in number but strong in mission is the key to realizing
revitalization.174 What small churches can do is work together to incarnationally live out the
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mission of the church in ways that could not be ordinarily be realized alone. For Brian Sanders,
the mission of ministering to the poor is a crucial characteristic of incarnational ministry, as
expressed in Jesus’ opening teaching at the synagogue in Nazareth in Luke 4:18.175 This is more
easily realized in smaller missional communities without the burden of massive mortgages or a
large staff that is typically required to run larger churches. God does not put the mission on
pause, waiting for churches to achieve a certain level of attendance influence. The Great
Commission is all the influence a church needs, and it is not dependent on attendance
numbers.176
The shift in focus begins with the expectations and strength of the church leadership to
relinquish control. “The heroes in our church or not the pastors (we are just the coaches); it is the
people because they are the real players in the field.”177 By creating a leadership structure that is
both equipping and missional, church leaders not only multiply their leadership potential but
work together for a more significant kingdom impact. A single pastor can only accomplish so
much and is only able to lead on so many levels.178 The same is true for the leadership of a
church, but the synergy of churches working together exponentially increases the ministry's
effect in a community. Even more, leadership lessons are shared between church leaders for
effective revitalization.
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Collaborative Missional Communities
Once the church has comprehended its missional roots and nature, the effort and strategy
become more about the movement found in the New Testament and less about an organizational
strategy to grow into something in and of itself.179 If churches are genuinely going to grow
disciples who go and make other disciples, then the congregations must be empowered to
develop relationships that extend beyond the average norms associated with traditional church
communities.180
The realization that communities need fruitful missional-focused churches to display
Jesus visibly and audibly must awaken the church to a higher calling. The need for the Gospel to
permeate into every corner of the community and extend beyond the dusty corners of the church
building becomes apparent.181 The church is a change agent. It reverses the course of injustice,
transforms the spiritual environment of the community, and liberates the bondages of real
people. That cannot happen if the church has locked itself away and segregated itself from the
community in which it resides. The missional church assumes that serving others is the first step,
not some latter expression of spirituality.182 The communities around American churches are
underserved. If the church positions itself to leverage collaborative ministry, this deficit could
easily be reversed.183
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There are several ways churches can collaboratively create missional communities
together. For instance, when churches share youth ministries and children’s ministries, the shared
organizational efforts of churches open doors for more excellent connectivity with the
community. Youth ministries and children’s ministries are often desired by prospective attendees
and community members alike but require resources smaller churches or churches that are in
decline are unable to provide singularly. The cultural differences between the church and the
unchurched are expanding, and it more critical than ever for churches to find more effective
ways to engage in their communities together.184
It is often more convenient for churches to measure success through numerical growth
instead of the effectiveness of the work on the harvest.185 The essence attractional church events
lack is the missional connectivity that is seen when churches work together to gather the
community. Collaborative ministries must be centered around the work of the gospel. This
means that the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus should beg Christ’s bride to collaborate to
connect the community to God’s redemptive plan, understanding the implications of failure are
detrimental.186
What is clear is that when churches focus on building missional communities, the
church's effort shifts from fitting the church into a specific model to introducing and integrating
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the message of the gospel into the culture of wherever the church resides.187 This shifts the onus
from generating manufactured ministry models to authentic incarnational ministry.

Micro-Church and House Church Networking
A simple method of reorienting how churches integrate into the community is by
implementing or augmenting current practices with a network of house churches and microchurches. It is simpler to integrate into a community by shifting the primary worship model from
large auditoriums to homes or other venues throughout the community. With fellowship
(koinonia) an essential part of the early church, most churches today are too oversized to provide
genuine fellowship.188 At best, the church becomes a place to be on Sunday mornings rather than
people united in the common cause of the gospel. Collaborating through micro missional
communities provides deeper fellowship, organizational strength, and a healthy community.
Most church members today realize and even hunger for this level of fellowship but are
unaware of how to obtain it. Essentially, church leadership needs to give permission.189 The
challenge is for churches to avoid shaping micro churches into the more extensive churches
mold, essentially fulfilling Jesus’ admonition not to put the new wine into old wineskins (Mark
2:22). Micro churches can be nimble and fluid to meet the diverse and changing needs of a
community, especially in today’s post-COVID world.
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Additionally, studies show that people are more inclined to connect with smaller circles,
yet these circles are shrinking190 House churches, or micro-churches can easily cluster together
as an expression of the church's missional function.191 The expression of smaller church
communities multiplies the pastoral efforts, eliminates the necessity of expensive campuses, and
allows people to discover and put into practice their own missionary purpose in the Great
Commission192 The need for connectivity is a growing spiritual hunger among church members
today.
The Apostle John writes in his third epistle, “Beloved, it is a faithful thing you do in all
your efforts for these brothers, strangers as they are, who testified to your love before the church.
You will do well to send them on their journey in a manner worthy of God. For they have gone
out for the sake of the name, accepting nothing from the Gentiles. Therefore, we ought to support
people like these, that we may be fellow workers for the truth” (3 John 1:5-8). This term “fellow
workers” is derived from the Greek synergos and speaks into the collaborative nature house
churches emulate.
The essence of collaboration shifts the attention and effort of the church from the mantra
of bigger is better to growing through personal connectivity and fellowship. “Kingdom
partnerships thrive when there are churches that are passionate champions of the cause. These
are not necessarily the biggest and flashiest churches.”193 The attention of church leadership also
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shifts to establishing missional communities that effect change through personal relationships
and incantational ministry rather than attractional programs.
In the context of micro churches with missional context, every person is a missionary.
Their passions are more easily discovered, and their God-given calling is realized. This also
provides a greater realization of collaborating with others who have complementary
opportunities to share the gospel within the same community or city. While the relationship is
meaningful, what ultimately binds believers together is the missional values, not the
organizational vision.194

194

Sanders, Underground Church, 166.

55

Chapter 3
Methodology
The purpose of Chapter 3 of this research centers around the design and methodology for
this research study. It provides the academic contextual framework based on the findings of the
literature review in Chapter Two and correlates this with the qualitive research gathered by the
investigator. The research design centers around two primary methodologies. First, a research
survey was sent out to church leaders within the United States. This short survey gathered
feedback, philosophies, and involvement among church leaders toward collaborative ministry.
The information gathered is used by the investigator to determine how effectively churches in
general are collaborating.
The second methodology are formal interviews conducted by the researcher. In these
interviews, various church and ministry leaders were provided a series of questions based on
collaborative involvement in church ministry. The interviews were recorded and transcribed to
provide the researcher expert testimony to the subject of collaborative ministry context.
These methodologies demonstrate how collaborative ministries produce missional efforts
that create fruitful church revitalization within the study group. With that, this research
approaches the study of collaborative ministry from current collaborative leaders’ perspectives to
assess healthy collaboration techniques. This approach will provide a holistic view of the
collaborative potential in ministry. When the church is viewed in its primarily and foundational
context, it can be better understood as a missional community.195
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Intervention Design
The intervention design is intended to answer the problem of how collaborative ministry
can help in the revitalization efforts of Grace Community Church. In doing so this intervention
may help church leadership ideate the critical infrastructure to invest in collaborative ministry.
This thesis project includes two data collection points: surveys and formal interviews. The
purpose of the first part of this methodology was to provide a broad context on views of church
collaboration through a survey. The second part of this research is to identify specific leadership
topics pertaining to collaboration through experts in this subject.
Church Leadership Survey
The first part of this research is a survey sent via Survey Monkey to pastors and church
leaders evaluating the extent to which churches in the United States currently engage in
collaborative ministry. This survey assessed the openness or resistance to collaboration.
The first segment of the survey identified respondents who are participating in some form
of collaborative ministry. The churches that collaborate in ministry were directed toward
questions pertaining to the perceived and actual benefits or challenges surrounding collaborative
ministry. For respondents not engaged in collaborative ministries, they were directed toward
follow-up questions will be directed toward participating in collaborative ministry and perceived
benefits or challenges in engaging in collaborative ministry.196
Through this survey the researcher sought to discover the perceptions of collaboration
among church leaders. The survey provided collaborating leadership to identify perceived
benefits and challenges to collaboration. Additionally, survey was designed to allow those
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church leaders who do not engage in collaborative ministry to specify reasons why they do not
collaborate with other churches or ministries.
Church Leadership Interview
For the second part of this research, the investigator conducted formal interviews with
known church leaders engaged in collaborative ministry. These leaders are recognized church,
ministry, denominational, academic, and network leaders. The investigator contacted each person
and explained the research purpose. Upon agreement and consent to participate in the research,
the investigator provided the interviewee the list of questions to prepare for the interview.197
These questions were carefully structured to avoid the researcher’s opinions or prejudices that
would influence the outcome or answers.198
Each interview was conducted in-person or over Zoom. Each interview was transcribed
using Otter.ai and then reviewed by the investigator for accuracy. The interviewee was provided
a copy of the transcript for their own review and feedback to the investigator. Once the
interviews were completed, the researcher compiled the data from these interviews. The purpose
of these interviews is to identify solutions to the problem of potential misconceptions related to
collaborative ministry as it is related in this action research. Further, it identified key
organizational and leadership behaviors that were critical for healthy missional communities and
church revitalization.
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Intervention Outcome
In order for the research to bring objective change, the problem must be clearly defined.
The problem is renumerated here as the lack of collaborative effort between churches toward
missional efforts within the community. The results of the research collected in this intervention
design will demonstrate the need for collaborative behavior in ministry for church revitalization.
The research and information gathered from ministry leaders will more concisely define the
problem and give strategies to assist revitalization ministries.
Church revitalization is a slow and arduous process. It takes a minimum of five years
before a revitalization pastor will begin to realize the fruits of his labor invested into restoring
church health.199 During this time, relationships lead to collaborative partnerships and
discovering the power of doing ministry together.200 Collaborative relationships are a primary
attribute to transitioning toward spiritual health and revitalization. Once the value of ministry
partnerships or missional communities are realized, the desired change in behavior – lasting
collaborative ministry – is achieved.
With this in mind and given the limitations identified in Chapter 1, the desired change in
behavior is participation in recurrent collaborative ministry due to this study. Missionallyminded church leaders shift their strategies and behaviors from being internally attractive to
externally focused. Therefore, they view their mission in the context of God’s kingdom rather
than their own organizational wants or needs.201 These behaviors are critical functions for the
fulfillment of the Great Commission and healthy church revitalization.
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The outcome of this research intended to quantify the behaviors of collaborative leaders
in order demonstrate the necessity for collaboration associated with church revitalization,
especially as missional communities. It is important to understand that missional communities
are not as much about organizational prowess or strategy, but rather they are spiritually
discerning together the biblical currents within a community. This is a critical part of church
revitalization as well as successful collaborative ministry.202 Along with this understanding,
comes an intrinsic humility which says that God’s mission is greater than a church. The outcome
of this research intends to demonstrate the precedence of the need for collaboration in the church.
Implementation of the Intervention Research
Church Leadership Survey
The first aspect of this intervention research was a survey sent via Survey Monkey,
evaluating the extent to which churches in the United States currently engage in collaborative
ministry. A total of 3,200 invitations were sent to various church leaders throughout the United
States. Of these 3200 invitations, the researcher received 223 responses of completed surveys.
The focus of these surveys includes multiple denominations, such as: various Baptist
denominations, Assemblies of God, Apostolic, Vineyard, anabaptist groups, Pentecostal
churches, Church of God, Nazarene, CMA, Wesleyan, and Four Square Churches. This list was
compiled through cooperative efforts of the Brethren Church, Ashland, OH and a private email
distribution service. Both entities were provided a signed permission letter and both entities
signed the permission letter per IRB requirements.
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After final IRB approval for this research, all potential participants were sent an
invitation email to voluntarily participate in this research project. All participants were invited to
take part in the survey via email. In the email received by perspective participants, the research
project was explained, and a link to participate in the survey was provided.
When the participant voluntarily clicked the link to the survey within the email, the
research project was explained once again in the header of the survey, along with the informed
consent. At the conclusion of the consent, the statement, “By continuing onto the survey, you are
agreeing to this consent.”
The initial questions of the survey assessed the respondent’s current participation in
collaboration or if the respondent is not already engaged in collaborative ministry. The
participants were given a definition of Collaborative Ministry as “when two or more churches
are engaged in kingdom-focused ministry together, sharing common resources, staff, and efforts
to glorify God above all else, and to reach goals that could not be achieved alone.”
When a respondent indicates they do engage in collaborative ministry they were directed
to a portion of the survey asking them to share their experiences and perceptions of collaborative
ministry. These follow-up questions were designed to analyze their perceived and actual benefits
or challenges surrounding collaborative ministry. For respondents not currently engaged in
collaborative ministries, they will be directed to follow-up questions toward participating in
collaborative ministry and perceived benefits or challenges in engaging in collaborative ministry.
The survey included specific issues outlined in the problem and purpose section of this action
research paper.203
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When the respondent completed the survey, they were automatically sent an email
thanking them for their time and response. All participants were currently serving as church
pastors or leaders over the age of 18 within the United States. All online survey responses were
anonymous responses, and the researcher did not know the identity of the respondents. Survey
responses were stored securely on a password protected Survey Monkey account.204
Church Leader Interviews
The second part of this intervention is to interview with known church leaders engaged in
collaborative ministry. A total of 15 potential interviewees were identified. The researcher
emailed requests asking the participants to voluntarily participate in the interview with the
researcher. The backgrounds of these people included:
•

The director of a church training and networking agency,

•

A collaborative church planter in Virginia,

•

A national director of a missions training network,

•

A church planting network in Ohio,

•

The executive director of an international church leadership training network,

•

The lead pastor of a church network who is collaborative in ministry,

•

A pastor of a multi-campus church in South Carolina,

•

A denominational executive director,

•

A church revitalization pastor and author in California,

•

A collaborative church pastor in Florida,

•

A pastor of a church network in Oklahoma,
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•

A pastor of a collaborative ministry in Illinois,

•

A Pastor of a collaborative ministry in Ohio,

•

A collaborative ministry leader in Indiana,

•

A church leader of a micro church network,
The potential interviewee for the research project was explained in writing through the

recruitment email, the purpose, scope, and conditions of the interview. The interviewee was
provided a copy of the interview questions prior to the interview.205 If the researcher did not hear
back from the potential interviewee within a week, the researcher attempted a second contact to
schedule the interview.
When the interviewee agreed to participate in this study, a mutual time was scheduled for
the interview. The researcher sent to the interviewee a consent form to be returned to the
researcher prior to the interview. Interviews were conducted over Zoom or in-person and
transcribed via Otter.ai during the interview. Participants were informed prior to starting the
interview that they would be recorded and transcribed. Once the transcription was completed and
checked by the researcher for accuracy, a copy of the transcription was emailed to the
interviewer for their review. All transcriptions and audio recordings are stored by the researcher
on a password protected computer. Finally, all interviewees were given a pseudonym in the
presentation of this data to protect their privacy.
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Background those Interviewed
Of the 15 invitations sent for interviews, 8 agreed and participated in the research.206
These church and ministry leaders were from around the nation and from various backgrounds
and denominations. A brief summary of their background is provided in the order the interviews
were conducted. Pseudonyms are used in the reporting chapter to protect their privacy. A
generalized descriptor of their affiliations is also used in some cases.
Interview 1 – “Benjamin”
“Benjamin” was interviewed on February 26, 2021. He worked as an executive pastor for
a megachurch in Indiana for 25 years before retiring. Since retiring, he serves as an administrator
for a multi-site church, a staff member for the Global Leadership Network, and supporting
missions efforts around the world. Benjamin describes himself as a “student of church” and
although he ascribes his giftings in administration, he says he wears many hats to help strengthen
and build church leadership locally, across the United States, and around the world.
Benjamin’s success stories are nearly all attributed to being a person of collaborative
leadership and building healthy movements that strengthen entire cities. He attributes this to
extending church leadership beyond the walls of the church and into the community. Benjamin
said in his interview, “It’s about a common vision, not common activity.” This is the key for
Benjamin’s success with collaboration. He meets with as many people as he can from his
community on a regular basis. He doesn’t wait for people to show up at the church, he takes the
church into the community and meets with community leaders. “I have one restaurant in town
that has a coffee cup with my name on it.”
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Interview 2 – “Caleb”
“Caleb’s” interview was conducted on March 3, 2021. Caleb is a third-generation pastor
of a small church in California surrounded by well-known megachurches. He has been in
ministry for 40 years. During his early ministry years, he attended seminars and conferences
inspired by the church growth movement to learn how to grow his church to the size of the wellknown churches around his church. Every effort seems to produce little fruit. It was here that
Caleb determined that the church growth movement often misses the important element of
collaboration.
Through his own experience and leadership, Caleb believes that the church growth
movement created a void between bigger and smaller churches. “So, not only do you have large
churches that become like an empire unto themselves, but then you have further distancing
between the big church and the average small church person…” Caleb believes that the
advantages of smaller churches are collaboration, which actually brings churches together and
the ability to cross denominational lines. This is actually hurting church growth overall, instead
of helping overall church attendance.
Caleb is an author and conference speaker on this topic and encourages pastors and
leaders of smaller churches to champion their position in the Body of Christ, rather than spurn
their size. According to Caleb, collaboration is an opportunity to grow spiritually and
organizationally without the continual onus and burden of numerical growth. For Caleb,
numerical growth becomes a byproduct instead of the primary goal.
Interview 3 – “Timothy”
The interview with Timothy took place on March 12, 2021. Timothy is the president and
CEO of an international network of churches committed to excellence in leadership training.
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This network shares leadership training in 122 countries around the globe. In addition to his
current position, Timothy served as a pastor and denominational leader.
Timothy is not only a collaborative leader, he sees collaboration vital to his leadership
and the ministry he leads. “[I’ve] seen it lived out like this … where you just have cross
denominational [lines] for interaction and commitment for the good of the Kingdom, for the
good of the church, for being able to share the gospel and experience the Great Commission in
really exceptional ways.” This is the driving force that Timothy accredits to his success in
ministry and the ability to navigate difficult times, the including COVID-19 shutdowns, which
had a drastic effect on churches and ministries alike.
Timothy believes that collaboration must be a part of the Christian Church’s DNA if it is
going to have a fruitful impact in the world for the sake of the Kingdom of God. “We look and
we provide an experience that we want to be able to get out to as many people as possible. And
we know that we don't do it directly; we do it in partnership and in collaboration with other
people who have a like-minded vision or commitment and want to see that lived out in their
specific context in some way.” This aspect of collaboration goes further for Timothy than just
‘getting along’ but extends to the shared vision of something better than one organization or
ministry could ever do alone. “I think for us, we want to foster environments where
[collaboration] can spontaneously grow and develop as the Spirit of God is at work and as
leaders come together. And they begin to work off and dream together what it is that they can do.
Interview 4 – “Paul”
“Paul” was interviewed on March 26, 2021. For the last 40 years, Paul worked with a
mission organization out of Colorado. During this time, Paul trained up to 7000 young people in
missions ministry and discipleship. In addition to this primary responsibility, Paul teaches at
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conference, seminars, and is an author. Paul also travels internationally and works with various
missions, churches, and denominations to help them reach their potential in fulfilling the Great
Commission.
Paul’s organization views itself as a part of the Church instead of a para-church
organization. “Sometimes people make a distinction between the local church and para-church
which is not really a good description because “para” means besides the church. But Jesus
definition… that the church is wherever two or three are gathered in His name, right, that really
is the, the essence of what the church is being with other believers.” This kind of approach to
ministry and missional training means that Paul’s organization must cooperate and collaborate
with local churches in order to fulfill the primary mission.
This collaborative relationship was fully understood and expressed when a shooting
incident, involving a former student, occurred at the missions school. The relationships formed
with Paul’s organization and the local churches and other organizations supported and
strengthened Paul and his organization during their darkest days. According to Paul, it was the
collaborative relationships, along with the mercy of God, that enabled them to keep moving
forward. “The support from pastors and just people who, who surrounded us in love. We really
felt tremendously supported during that time. And that's when the church shines.”
Interview 5 – “Jacob”
“Jacob” was interviewed on April 14, 2021. Currently and for last 15 years, Jacob is the
lead pastor of a church in Ohio that is among the 30 largest churches in the world within his
denomination. In addition to his current position, Jacob served as a district superintendent for his
denomination. Jacob was also president of a prominent seminary in the United States.
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Jacob describes his church as “missionally-oriented and vibrant.” He attributes this
description largely because of the collaborative nature of his church. “Most of us are going to
have the same problem. We're going to have the same presenting symptoms. Some of us are
kidding ourselves if we think we're too big to fail.” For Jacob, it all starts with a humility among
church leaders and community leaders alike. “The senior pastors when they would get together
was kind of like a pulpit measuring contest.” But as the churches and leaders became more
collaborative and sharing, the focus began to change from church size to marriages, community
needs, and the ministries.
Jacob believes this focus will be a paramount part of the church moving forward after the
COVID-19 pandemic and into the future. “I think that this is a really important thing for the
future of the Kingdom [of God] in North America, because the pandemic has accelerated the
decline and demise of institutional Christianity by at least 20 years. “I think [what] Jesus prayed
for in John 17 It was not an organic ecumenical unity. It was not it was not uniformity. It was a
working collaborative, as the Body of Christ and the community for each of us that's our part.”
Interview 6 – “Samuel”
“Samuel” was interview on April 20, 2021. Samuel is the Executive Director of a
denomination in the United States. Previously, Samuel served as a pastor of several other
churches. This denomination is strengthened primarily through relationships that Samuel calls a
“bottom-up run organization.”
Due to this kind of structure and the denomination’s smaller size, Samuel relies heavily
on cultivating collaborative relationships to strengthen their reach. “When I took the job, one of
my critiques of the [denomination] is that we like to build our own version of something. So, if
there's World Relief, we'll make [the denomination] world relief. If there's a way to do banking,
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we'll create our own bank… and I think that was the habit of lots of denominations for a lot of
years. So, you'd have a Baptist version, a Methodist version, and so on. So, we're too small for
that.” This kind of approach demands that Samuel and other denominational leaders find
collaborative solutions.
For Samuel, collaboration is a movement important to younger generations and as he
views the future for his denomination, he believes collaboration will be the future of the church
hinges upon. “I think it's getting easier for younger generations to be [collaborative]. I think it's a
little more built in.”
Interview 7 – “Thomas”
Thomas was interviewed on April 21, 2021. Thomas is an experienced pastor with a heart
for church planting. In 1995, Thomas left formal pastoral ministry to establish a church planting
organization in Ohio. This organization focused on coming alongside church planters to
empower them with coaching and tools to equip them for success. Several years later, this
organization transitioned from Ohio to serving churches and church planters nationwide, and it is
now working internationally. “We exist to partner so we exist in collaboration. We did not want
to be an enclosed – an [organization] kind of thing. We exist to partner with other denominations
or regional applications working with regional leaders or also individual churches or individual
planters so our purpose from the beginning was to build a collaboration mindset”
For Thomas, collaboration is learning to see oneself beyond their small corner of the
world and through the lens of God’s broad platform. When leaders are not collaborative, they
limit their vision and therefore limit the possibilities of what God can do through them. “That is
so ridiculously encouraging as God's got it. And it's exciting to see and to hear, and it makes me
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so much sharper … [to] become a more effective leader and a more effective. You know gospel
share and church planter and whatnot so it, the impact on me has just been dramatic.”
Like most other great collaborators, Thomas sees collaboration as a quality that is
constantly attacked by Satan. The greatest ploy of the enemy is to place leaders in isolation of
other church leaders. Therefore, it is Thomas’ desire to help other leaders become good
collaborators. “I think there is a potential problem of too much dependency on security as we
understand it. I don't want to collaborate, or I don't want to take this move because it may
threaten my security.” The paradigm Thomas says is the understanding that collaboration
increases security and effectivity, rather than inhibit it.
Interview 8 – “Levi”
Levi was interviewed on April 29, 2021. Levi is a pastor and church planter with over 25
years’ experience in vocational ministry. Levi’s passion is teaching and discipleship, especially
with church planters. For the last 10 years Levi has worked as a pastor in a church plant located
in a gate community. Additionally, Levi works as a member of his denominational leadership
team, working with churches and pastors in the Southeast region of the United States.
As a church planter, Levi realizes the intrinsic value of collaborating with others. “You
may go to a different church, but you serve the same Jesus, you know, you read the same Bible.
And out of that we come together. We've even gone with other churches to do missionary
projects within the States and overseas. So that's exciting too so we really, the collaboration is
amazing, the relationships are amazing.”
In terms of the Great Commission, collaboration is not just part of the mission, it is
essential to the mission and everything the church needs to accomplish the mission. “Our goal is
to see the Kingdom of Heaven grow, and we do that in-a team-oriented manner, one of the things
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I think that we get out of it is just the whole idea of another perspective.” Collaboration means
gaining a vantage point of the mission that Levi would never see on his own. Therefore, sharing
in the mission with other, refusing to receive credit, and keeping his focus on the Kingdom of
Heaven is what will allow him to be a successful part of the overall mission of the Great
Commission.
Resources and Timeline
The Primary resources for the survey sent to the church leaders was Survey Monkey,
which is sent via email. This email includes a link to the predetermined survey for collection of
this data along with an invitation to participate in the research study. Survey Monkey tracks and
quantifies the incoming data, tracks completion rate, and allows coding for further analysis.
Additionally, Microsoft Excel was used to populate the data and provide a central collecting
point of key information.
For interviews, the researcher utilized Zoom for interviewing the participant. An
electronic recording device was used for recording the interview. The audio transcriber, Otter,
provided automatic written transcription of the interview. Through the transcription, key codes
are collected.
Initial IRB Approval and Permissions
Once the researcher compiled a conception for this project, the researcher contacted the
denominational headquarters for the Brethren Church in Ashland, Ohio, and the Governance
Board of Grace Community Church to present the research project for their interest and
approval. A permission letter was signed by the Executive Director of the National Office of the
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Brethren Church.207 A permission letter was signed by the Board Chairman of Grace Community
Church.208
Following approval, the researcher submitted to Liberty University IRB an application
for research (IRB #: IRB-FY20-21-374).209 The researcher made corrections and additions to the
research process per IRB requests. After the researcher received approval from the Liberty
University IRB, the researcher commenced with the approved research. During the research
process, it was determined that the leadership survey should be expanded from just Brethren
Church Pastors to a broader scope of pastors from various denominations to provide a larger
field of responses to the survey. A request was made to the IRB by the research and the scope of
the survey was expanded upon IRB approval.210
How This Intervention Will Bring Change
This intervention identifies current perceptions toward church collaboration and the effect
collaborative ministry has on the local community. The first step is understanding how churches
and church leaders perceive each other and their willingness to share in the missional work
within the community. Church leaders typically have a WIFM (What’s In it For Me) approach.
When church leaders understand the urgency of their mission in the community around them and
embrace the potential power of collaboration, church revitalization through collaboration can be
realized.211
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This intervention underscores the necessity of churches and ministries to intentionally
collaborate effective change in their community if the gospel is going to be realized. The
missional work of the gospel can be unrealized when leaders fail to engage in their mission fields
together.212 The work of ministry is hard enough. The spiritual battles ensued in church ministry
are a major reason many pastors in church revitalization efforts leave the ministry after only two
years when conflict and adversity begin to emerge.213 The realization of what can happen when
God’s churches share the burden of the mission and encourage one another can mean the
difference between success and failure or persevering in the difficulties of ministry.214
This intervention provides best practices from leaders who are already engaged in
successful collaborative ministry. They underscore the intrinsic value of collaboration in the
success of ministry and working together with other churches or ministries. This element of
research gives credibility and credence to collaborative ministry. It is ultimately the Holy Spirit
that provides the experiences we need to grow as individuals, leaders, and organizations.215 The
experiences and insights that seasoned leaders provide in collaboration provide invaluable
insights for those leading churches through revitalization.
Criteria for Evaluating the Outcome
The successful primary outcome is identifying key behaviors and strategies required for
churches and church leaders to engage in successful collaborative ministry. The use of literature,
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surveys, and interviews provide data triangulation in an effort to help explore and explain the
behaviors and practices of those who embody successful collaboration. By utilizing a survey, the
first level of information identifies where churches already collaborate, even if the churches may
not identify their behavior as collaborative. The second piece of information gathered from the
survey is the perception of churches toward collaborating with other churches. This identifies
vital behaviors or organizational challenges that may be resistant or inhibitive toward
collaboration.
The interview portion of this research identifies churches or ministry organizations that
successfully collaborate. By interviewing key leaders of various ministries, this student identifies
core behaviors and strategies that church leaders use to successfully collaborate. By identifying
these core behaviors, this research defines collaborative ministry techniques that other ministry
leaders can emulate.
Often church leaders, particularly church leaders of revitalization, tend to be protective
and guarded of their congregations. This behavior stems from hurts, distrust, and dysfunction
rooted in the behaviors that led to church decline. Additionally, the efforts toward revitalization
tend to create more organizational isolation.216 Therefore, this research will help provide
confidence to abandon behaviors of sequestration and strengthen behaviors of collaboration. The
goal is for the revitalization pastor to realize he cannot do this mission on his own but to embrace
the idea that the real heroes in the church’s missions are the people who can share their stories
and carry out the mission in real ways.217 Sharing the mission with others only strengthens the
resolve that the goal is possible and even obtainable.
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The data gathered from this research shows a pattern of organization and leadership by
collaborative leaders. In the case of this research, the merging of quantitative research with
expert testimony of those empirically asserting the necessity of the collaborative ministry
illuminates themes that churches and church leaders can emulate.
Potential Limitations in Methodology
As mentioned in Chapter 1, there are intrinsic limitations of scope to the research
presented and therefore the outcome is limited to the research. This research primarily focused
on those who exemplify collaborative ministry. Due to the scope and limitations of this project
the antithesis of collaborative ministry and the implications of non-collaborative ministry was
not explored. The preeminence of working collaboratively was assumed.
Secondly, this thesis was explored in a church ministry setting. The scope of this project
did not travel outside of the church ministry setting. Specifically, the scope of this research
remained within evangelical circles. Therefore, the perspectives of collaborative ministry are
through the lens of church leaders who are assumed or professed to be evangelical leaders and
operating in an evangelical environment.
Finally, this research was conducted in the culminating months of the COVID-19
pandemic. This event shift church leaders’ perceptions and increased awareness vulnerabilities in
church organization.218 How church leaders responded to this research during this era of church
history could potentially be different prior to the COVID-19 pandemic or potentially in times
after the pandemic.
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Chapter 4
Results
The qualitative results of this research provide a noteworthy and independent picture
pertaining to the emphasis of collaboration in the modern western church, particularly as it
pertains to the missional efforts of the church. This emphasis is aptly applied to the mission and
vision of Grace Community Church in Winchester, VA. However, these results are beneficial for
study for any church, especially a church working toward revitalization. The most perennial
legacy that a church can leave behind is the legacy of an enduring worldview evangel that
glorifies God in the way a church was intended by Jesus Christ.219 The results of this research
subject uphold this is best achieved through a collaborative existence.
The results of this research are codified into seven separate topics based on the survey
findings and the information provided during the interviews. These topics serve as basis to
support the thesis that if churches can learn to collaborate toward the develop of missional
communities for revitalization, then their ministries and influence will have a more significant
impact on the local community.
Observation 1: There is Generally a Positive View on the Concept of Collaboration
In general, respondents and those interviewed shared a favorable perception to the
concept of being collaborative. The importance of collaboration speaks into the significancethe
mission of the church and its intrinsic value within the community. Samuel said during his
interview, “But ultimately the vision and the goal is going to happen. And I think that's what
makes it really hard… and everybody even myself (and I think yourself as well), who say the
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collaboration is important, but sometimes I don't want to give up my own stuff.”220 Thomas
agreed, “When you take money off the table, collaboration is easy.” 221 Collaboration is viewed
as easy in concept, but difficult in practice. When responding to the question, “To what extend to
you believe it is vital for church to collaborate with each other?”, 91% of those who responded
stated that it is important (19.26%), very important (42.22%), or extremely important (26.63%).

Figure 1: To what extent to you believe it is vital for churches to collaborate with each other?
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This benefit in the community is greatly missed or overlooked by churches that want to
be missional but are not willing to be collaborative. Because of this, the unchurched in
communities have a generally unfavorable view of churches today. When Barna asked the
unchurched to describe if churches have a positive or negative perception of Christianity in
America, almost half (49%) of those questioned could not identify something positive the church
contributes to their community.222 Jacob, who is a highly collaborative pastor with other
churches in his area saw an immediate change in how people were coming to faith in his church
and the effect that had on his community. “Before I came in [as the pastor] … 80% of the people
that joined the church in the 10 years before I came by transfer. Since I've been here 72% of the
people that have joined the church have come by profession of faith.”223 Jacob attributes this
change to working closely with other pastors in his city, which keeps his focus on the needs of
the community and working with community leaders, “We have a great relationship with our
mayor, we have a great relationship with our city hall with our school superintendent. And that's
all been born out of the relationships that have been developed among pastors.”224
Among the greatest views of the importance is the emotional and relational buy-in that
comes with the idea of collaboration. Paul said during his interview, “There's a buy in. And with
that, emotional, relational buy in, it creates unity and moving forward together at such a rapid
pace.”225 Collaborative ministry brings an increased perception of strength and community that
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others will want to join in and participate. For leaders this means that their goals are more
obtainable and with less effort or even resources.
Despite the considerably large percentage of church leaders who understand the
importance of collaboration, the number of leaders who say they do actively collaborate is just
over half at 63 percent. The reasoning behind this is defined later in these results.

Figure 2: Percent of Churches that Collaborate with Other Churches

Of the churches that do collaborate with other churches, most churches worked together
more than once a year, but less than once a month. This demonstrates a willingness to share in
ministry, though perhaps not relationally. This often leads to logistical and leadership challenges
that limit taking part in collaborative efforts more frequently. Thomas told the researcher in his
interview that churches become too entrenched in their own methods to change from the routines
required to be collaborative. Even in recognizing the priorities in the communities, some
churches just find collaboration too constrictive or cumbersome. As Timothy said, “And so, if
we've all agreed to say, ‘Okay, this is the hill that we're going to take, but I have another issue
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over here that is more important to me.”226 As a result, even though collaboration is view as a
critical part of church ministry, it becomes sidelined to sub-agendas, routines, and routines.
Observation 2: There is a Recognized Need for Churches to be Collaborative
The connection in the gap between the positive view on being collaborative and the
percentage of churches that are collaborative is not missed among church leaders. Collaboration
is an integral part of having a positive influence on the community where the churches reside and
minister. When the church leaders that do collaborate were asked how the community benefits
from a collaborative partnership, nearly all respondents indicated there was at least some benefit,
and over 65 percent of the respondents said this kind of ministry was very beneficial or
extremely beneficial.

Figure 3: Community Benefits to Collaboration
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One of the primary needs for churches stems from a prevalent perception of isolation
among churches in ministry. Levi shared the idea of the importance of collaboration by
identifying the feeling of isolation, especially among smaller churches, “I think a lot of churches
especially smaller churches and even some bigger, depending on what you're doing. They feel
very isolated, they think, ‘Well, we're the only ones out here doing the kingdom work and it's
just us and, God.’ When you start work together, you realize, Wait, we're not alone. We share
common problems, and we can when we can, you know we can share wins together we can
celebrate together.”227 Collaboration is an important characteristic to overcome the idea of
isolationism. When churches collaborate in ministry there is less conflict and a greater spirit of
comradery. When Caleb’s church began to engage in collaborative ministry, he observed this.
“There's nothing like serving together, to reduce the friction of
conflict. It's not even about, ‘Hey let's try to get along better.’ It's
together let's do this thing right and when the concentration is off
of how you're serving me or even how we're getting along together
when the concentration is on how we are together, serving this
particular need. The focus is less selfish. And when the focus is
others-centered, there's less space for conflict to occur.”228
Caleb spent the majority of the early part of his ministry struggling to develop his church
using methods and techniques that many of the mega-churches. This is, by his estimation, an
unintended breakdown and failure of the church growth movement that has actually hindered the
work of healthy small churches, rather than helped. “We went slowly over 15 years from a
church of almost nothing to 200. Then in two years we went to 400 and then in less than a year
we were under 100 with no scandal, with no split, there was no reason for the drop.”229 What
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Caleb began to realize is that God’s calling on his church and the majority of other churches was
not to be big and alone, but to be small and work together with other churches and organizations
in his community to live out and achieve the Great Commission.
It was collaboration that allowed Timothy’s organization to become so successful and
continue in its success to train Christian leaders world-wide. “I think for us we want to foster
environments where it can spontaneously grow and develop as the Spirit of God is at work and
as leaders come together. And they begin to work off and dream together what it is that they can
do. Whether it be in a city, whether it be in a church, whether it be in a business or nonprofit or
an NGO.”230
Other leaders spoke into the organizational benefits of collaboration by not having to
continually reproduce operations, solutions, and administrative services like banking, insurance,
retirement, and other high-cost services. For Samuel, as a denominational leader, this is a
tremendous cost savings that can be passed onto churches and other ministries. “So, we don't
have to rent the expertise or the resources to pay people to do those things, so all of a sudden by
in a partnership, we are able to open those resources up and make those available to our churches
and be able to do that.”231
Jacob saw an opportunity to share the services his large church developed for themselves
with smaller churches. “Six years ago, we took all of our administrative backbones, our
accounting our IT, our major purchasing, our advertising, our PR… all [of] that, and we formed a
separate 501 C 3… [which] now provides those services for 50 Christian nonprofits and
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churches.”232 This strategic move actually was more cost-effective for Paul’s church than
outsourcing these services or utilizing them for themselves. The real benefit for Paul was the
gratification of having a greater impact on other Kingdom-focused organizations.
For leaders like Benjamin, this kind of mentality is a routine part of leveraging his
influence to help people out. “I formed a nonprofit that was a mission organization, because our
church was doing mission work and realized we wanted to do bigger than just our church, so we
created a collaborative around that.”233 Thomas agrees and says that when churches begin to
understand how powerful the benefits of collaborations are for them and the Kingdom, the risks
become non-issues. “How we do church is too passive; it's paralyzingly passive. And
collaboration, you know, small beginnings and small steps, are very effective. And I think there
is a potential problem of too much dependency on security as we understand it.”234
Observation 3: There are Clear and Perceived Benefits to Collaboration
All groups shared clear and perceived benefits of collaborative ministry. Those benefits
were similar among the leaders who were actively collaborating with other churches and the
leaders who were not collaborating with other churches. Collaborative leaders and noncollaborative leaders were asked to rank the top 3 benefits of collaboration. For both groups, the
two defining beneficiaries of churches collaborating together were the community around the
church and the Kingdom of God, followed by the increased number of people available to share
in the ministry. The collaborative leaders ranked Kingdom Impact as the most important benefit
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with 81.62%, Community Benefit followed at 79.41%, and Shared Leadership at 33.82%. For
non-collaborative leaders the top three benefits were Kingdom Impact at 76.12%, Community
Benefit at 68.66%, and Additional People to Help at 40.30%.
For the collaborative leaders, Church Attendance was substantially an unimportant
benefit, with only 0.74% of the respondents indicating this as an important benefit. The noncollaborative leaders placed this slightly higher, as a perceived important benefit with 7.46% of
respondents indicating this was important. The interview leaders articulated this sentiment.

Figure 4: Perceived Benefits Among Collaborative Leaders
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Figure 5: Perceived Benefits Among Non-Collaborative Leaders

For those who participated in the interview, they articulated the benefits clearly. There
are resounding favorable advantages to the leader and the organization who are collaborative.
These leaders share a passion for the gospel in various contexts but see collaboration as an
imperative multiplier for their leadership, the community influence of the gospel, and most
importantly, the transformative work of the Kingdom of God in the community.
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Figure 6:
What are the benefits to your church or ministry in collaborating with other churches or
ministries?
•
•

Removes the ‘Law of the Lid’
Allows the ministry to go beyond the limitations and capacity of
the leadership

•
•
•

Breaks through the numerical limitations of the church
“Law of Large Numbers” Collaboration removes negative effects
of percentages in smaller groups
Shared resources

“Timothy”

•
•
•

Multiplication of resources
Multiplication of expertise
International perspective and influence

“Paul”

•
•
•

Relational benefits among pastors or leaders
Relational aspects with international partners
Shared resources with churches and other organizations

•
•
•

Tears down competition
Increases community focus
Relational perspective with other community or government
leaders

“Samuel”

•
•

Shared expertise in areas not specific to ministry needs
Shared resources with other groups who have similar limitations

“Thomas”

•
•
•

Effectiveness in the gospel getting out in the communities
International influence and connectivity to other leaders
Longevity of gospel influence in the community

•
•

Realization of the John 17 prayer
Shared unity and comradery among church leaders and
participants
Greater reach into the community and mission field

“Benjamin”

“Caleb”

“Jacob”

“Levi”

•
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Figure 7:
How do you believe churches collaborating together can benefit each other and their
communities?
•
•
•
•

The impact the churches have on the city and the community
Common vision between churches, organizations, and leaders
The Expression of John 17 unilaterally
Strengthening churches and church leadership

•
•
•
•

Building of unity between generations because collaboration
appeals to younger generations
Improved church leadership
Sharing of resources and people to reach people with the gospel
Kingdom Impact

“Timothy”

•
•
•

Improves the effectiveness churches leaders; Iron sharpens iron
Spiritual benefits to community
Improved community relationships

“Paul”

•
•
•

Effectiveness in outreach
Increased gospel impact
Strengthened ministry during COVID shutdowns

“Jacob”

•
•
•

Church influence in the community and among community leaders
Helps all church within the community
Helped churches work together during COVID

“Samuel”

•
•

Strengthens community relationships
Sharpens leaders

•

Increased getting the gospel out because of diversity among
churches
Transforms the community through better outreach and influence

“Benjamin”

“Caleb”

“Thomas”

“Levi”

•
•
•
•
•

Improved external witness to the world
Decrease isolationism
Shared burdens among leaders and churches
Improved relationships among church leaders and community
leaders
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A universal benefit expressed by all those interviewed was the multiplication and
increased influence of church leadership. As “Benjamin” shared, the greatest internal benefit was
the lifting of the leadership lid. This was the base factor that becomes an exponential factor of
influence. “You cannot take any ministry your church is doing as far by yourself; it’s just life.”235
Timothy shared this perception as well. Timothy’s organization operates in 122 countries around
the world and told this researcher that would never be possible if it were for the collaborative
partners. The logistical dynamics alone would make it impossible for his organization to achieve
its mission without being collaborative. “If it was dependent upon us taking this [event], taking it
to a country, figuring out who the players were, figuring out how to get people to come to a
venue, and then times that by 120+, we could never do that. Number one, we couldn't afford to
do it, right? So, it multiplies resources.”236
Jacob views these benefits as much as a future benefit to churches surviving difficult
times, like during the COVID shutdowns, or even into times of persecution. “So anything that we
can do to help these little outposts either smaller enclaves, [we will do.] The other piece I think is
we’re going to see an outgrowth thing of a house church movement that's going to occur. And I
think that our, I think that the [collaborative] churches that will get ahead of that. I think you're
going to have a much better chance of surviving and thriving into the future than the churches
that are come and see rather than go and tell.”237
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Whether times of prosperity or times, of persecution, the church that collaborates will
learn to prosper. Not only will the church have greater influence, empower stronger leadership,
and survive difficult seasons, but collaborative leaders believe that the church can thrive in great
ways. Thomas told the researcher that abundance in the church emerges from community and
collaboration and Samuel observes how costly resources and expertise can be better shared by a
collaborative mindset. “We don't have to rent the expertise or the resources to pay people to do
those things. So all of a sudden by in a partnership, we are able to open those resources up and
make those available to our churches and be able to do that.”238
Observation 4: Collaboration Requires Leaders to Shift Their Approach to Leadership
One characteristic in collaboration that was evident in interviewing leaders was a
different mentality in leadership among those who regularly collaborated with other churches
and ministries. Being a collaborative leader requires a shift in how one views and approaches
leadership. When it comes to being a collaborative leader, Timothy said, “I think that there's a
vision beyond yourself, right? I think that often leaders can have a vision that looks and says,
‘I'm the leader and so therefore I'm going to lead the charge of this mission in this direction.’ I
think that what happens in collaboration is you have leaders that have grander visions, right?”239
For the collaborative leader, the need to be in charge is a non-factor. The need to see a mission
accomplished that is far greater than oneself becomes the predominant driving force in
leadership; who is in charge is irrelevant.
This highly missional drive is rooted in a common vision from God for a community or
even the world. This is a factor of why creating missional community for church revitalization is
238
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critical. What the collaborative leader sees in common vision is they are a smaller part a bigger
vision through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. “So the common vision is want to see in our
city (and it doesn't take long to stir that up). There are things we all want it. Common vision does
not necessarily mean common agenda or activity.”240 The indispensable element is understanding
how one’s vision and activity play into the larger pathway for God’s plan for the community or
city.
Paul, who works with a variety of churches and organizations in missional work, told this
researcher that there’s a big difference between having theological distinctions and having
philosophical distinctions.241 “People haven't had a, ‘let's share together’ – it’s more take, rather
than share, so I think that's a huge part of it.”242 Part of the reason for this, is many leaders decide
that they need to have the final authority on what the grander vision looks like. In doing so, they
limit themselves and the vision God’s given them and the community. “One size does not fit all.
And so you don't want to have a, ‘this is the only way to do it’ approach. Avoid this. This leader
does this has to avoid control because control will devastate any of this.”243
Those interviewed universally named pride as a key leadership issue that inhibits
collaboration. The issue of control and the need for control was another leadership trait that
collaborative leaders said will dismantle collaborative efforts, especially when working in
missional efforts. “I mean, it’s just at the end of the day, what I can do is one church is X. What I
can do as 10 churches is 10X. And it's so interesting that that's hard to capture because the fear is
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a loss of control. Keller always framed that well for me because there's kind of this idea that if
you control it, it's not a movement and [sic] that at some point it's okay that things happen
beyond and above, and outside [of you].”244
For those surveyed, the principle hinderances were centered around church leadership
from other churches and church relationships from other churches (See Tables 8 & 9 below). It is
not specified if these are perceived relational and leadership issues or actual issues. Regardless,
the three primary impediments for collaborative leaders remain, “Commitment from other
Churches” (55.88%), “Reluctance of Leadership from Other Churches” (42.65%), and
“Scheduling Issues” (46.32%). For the non-collaborative leaders, the hinderances were,
“Reluctance of Leadership from Other Churches” (47.76%), “Commitment from other
Churches” (44.78%), and “Doctrinal Differences” (37.31%).
These findings reveal that these are issues namely rooted leadership. Caleb believes that
these issues are overcome through the very issues that leaders fear: “There's nothing like serving
together, to reduce the friction of conflict. When it's not about, it's not even about, ‘Hey let's try
to get along better.’ It's together let's do this thing right and when the concentration is off of how
you're serving me or even how we're getting along together, when the concentration is on how
we are together, serving this particular need the focus is less selfish. And when the focus is
others-centered, there's less space for conflict to occur.”245
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Figure 8: Hindrances to Collaboration, Collaborative Leaders
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Figure 9: Hindrances to Collaboration, Non-Collaborative Leaders
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Too many times, pastors and leaders become self-focused and isolated in their approach
to ministry. “You got to be that the culture [that] has to be one of similar purpose similar
mission. It has to have a similar, even a similar heartbeat to it and what I mean by heartbeat is
that the reason why these churches are existing, why are these ministries are existing they have
to be similar to yours to make it work really well. A lot of it's because the pastor or leader or the
staff of that culture has its own focus and purpose.”246
Timothy agrees that churches, regardless of doctrinal difference and leadership, can have
a common vision and the willingness to serve collaboratively and minimize the differences. This
approach to collaborative ministry allows his organization to successfully share the gospel across
a broad spectrum of denominations and church leadership structures. “And I think it's because
we're not singular denominational focused. It's because we do have that vision of Christians from
all spheres of society and as many denominations as possible. All looking and saying, you know,
how do we, again help in raising up the church to reach its full Kingdom potential in significant
ways and knowing leadership is a key part of that. It really looks and says, “How can we come
together and for many groups?”247
This type of leadership requires more than a shift in leadership philosophy in the senior
leader of the church or organization. It requires an entire cultural philosophy shift of the
organization that must start with the senior leadership. “The leader also needs to figure out how
to demonstrate collaboration within their congregation before they move out or as they move out
or in the process of moving out, because that becomes important, you know, having the values of
collaboration, need to match behaviors of collaboration, internally and then as it moves out, then

246
247

Interview with “Levi.”
Interview with “Timothy.”

94

it's a stronger foundation, something that was important to us as we started years ago, as we
worked around this, this triplet of vision, values that being one fraternity and prayer.”248
What becomes clear for collaborative leaders is that as they become more collaborative and share
in the blessings of that collaboration, everyone benefits. There is a synergetic effect that brings
strength and spiritual health to all the church and the community as a whole. “Let me use a
different illustration… when water comes into harbor all the boats go up. When the water leaves
a harbor all the boats go down. I think the benefit of collaborative ministry is it gives a chance
for all of us to benefit from each other's strengths and compensate each other's weaknesses.”249
Observation 5: Collaborative Leaders Have a Healthy View of Church and Community
The persons interview for this research all possessed a healthy and holistic view of the
church and the community they served. Collaborative leaders have a positive and optimistic
outlook on the relationship that the church can and does have with the community. This kind of
perspective and relationship is the fruit of years of collaboration.
Paul, the leader of a multidenominational missions training center, said this kind of
collaboration was fundamental in two different mass shoot incidents that happened in the
community and in his own facility. The result of these relationships was a natural coming
together in times of crisis. “There's a buy in. And with that, emotional, relational buy in it, it
creates unity and moving forward together at such a rapid pace. It’s awesome.”250 When these
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incidents happened, perceived barriers and difference were already out of the way for ministry to
happen on community level.
“Everything moves on the speed of trust,” said Benjamin. “We had weekly breakfast for
years. And it was interesting. There was no agenda, there was just ‘Let's have breakfast and find
out what you're doing what we're doing and maybe we can do something together.’ And I just, I
say all the time. ‘it takes a lot of bacon and eggs to do city transformation.’”251 Benjamin told
this researcher that meeting with city leaders, the mayor, police chief, school officials, and so on
was critical for his ability to be collaborative. Jacob agreed, “one of the selling points I think for
collaborative ministry is that in a community, most of us are going to have the same problem.
We're gonna have the same presenting symptoms.”252
“So at a local level I think externally, your community is strengthened. And it's
strengthened in the name of Jesus, right? And we're talking about ministry collaboration, but [in]
the community. I'm not talking about the church community I'm talking about community in
which you live, right? That kind of collaboration strengthens the community”253
Those interviewed believed that pride and fear of losing ministry were the largest
hindrances to leaders collaborating. “What stops us from working together as churches is not
because there's a real theological a core theological issue, it's because we're territorial. And when
the territorial boundaries go down and the cooperation picks up, not only do the individual
churches do better, but the people within those churches do better.”254
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This belief was shared among collaborative leaders in the survey (see figure 10). For the
collaborative leaders they observed a significant to the community through collaborative
ministry. In their responses, 22.79% categorized collaborative ministry as “Beneficial,” 42.65%
as “Very Beneficial,” and 22.79% as “Extremely Beneficial.”

Figure 10: Benefits for the Community (Collaborative Leaders)
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Figure 11: Benefits for the Community (Non-Collaborative Leaders)

The non-collaborative leaders shared the belief that collaborative ministry would be
beneficial for the community. Of those who responded, 28.36% viewed collaboration as
something that would be “Beneficial” for the community, 17.91% as “Very Beneficial,” and
34.33% as “Extremely Beneficial.” The question is then why do not more churches actively and
intentionally engage in collaborative ministry?
Observation 6: Seminary Training May Not Be Collaboratively Oriented
An important aspect of the issue of collaboration that emerged during the interviews was that
pastors are largely not trained to be collaborative in their leadership by seminaries. “How we do
church is too passive, it's paralyzingly passive. It’s very capacities paralyze collaboration. And
so, that has to be addressed. And that's why you know small beginnings and small steps are very
effective to move this way. And I think there is a potential problem of too much dependency on
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security as we understand it. ‘I don't want to collaborate, or I don't want to take this move
because it may threaten my security.’”255
What Caleb shared is his belief that much of this philosophy is an unintentional byproduct of the “Church Growth Movement.” The focus in the training was on the number of
people who attended one’s church instead of the spiritual and community health that surrounded
the ministry of the church. “Everything that I had learned after Bible College, out of the church
growth movement, had a numerical basis to it. Even if it wasn't just, you know butts in the seats,
but it was percentage of people who are involved in ministry team, a percentage of people who
are involved in it still had a numerical quality to it.”256
“So, one of the biggest unintended consequences of the church growth movement has
been the separation of churches, from one another, less cooperation and more separation. And
that is something we need to now purposely work to bring back again.”257
Thomas agrees with this idea. “I never would have seen it, because I had a little bit of
training. Back in my seminary days (in another lifetime) where, you know, separation was a
thing. And that, that was pretty unfortunate that I had to live through that because I've spent 35
years on learning so much of that. So, it's just been a powerful blessing to both my wife and I, as
we meet people, see what God's up to, it's so encouraging.”258 At the core of the need for
collaborative training is more than the need to get along, but to share a common vision that is
missionally minded together. “So, one of the biggest unintended consequences of the church
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growth movement has been the separation of churches, from one another, less cooperation and
more separation. And that is something we need to now purposely work to bring back again.”259
Critical to this issue is seminaries and Bible colleges not only teaching their students how
to be more collaborative, but also how to be life-long students of leadership. “So, for a leader to
truly be collaborative, they have to be willing to not only be heard but also to listen to others and
be able to truly want to see the Kingdom move forward, or the, the mission advanced and less
about my way of doing, and I'm not sure everybody's cut out for that but that's what it
requires.”260 Leadership training in our universities and seminaries has become so
compartmentalized that the basis of Christian leadership has essentially been forgotten. “For me
it really launches that in John 13, and it really is the vision of servant leadership and Jesus
picking up that towel and saying, ‘How do we serve each other in ways that are collaborative but
also then ways that are reciprocal.’”261
Observation 7: Collaborative Ministry is Gospel-Centered and Community-Oriented
The final observation of the results of this research was how important the evangelistic
nature of collaboration should remain if churches are truly going to be missionally collaborative,
especially in revitalization efforts. One of the major reasons for this observation surrounds the
from the inward focus to how many people can fill church seats to community engagement from
the people that are already in the seats. “Everybody in that seat wants to make a difference;
everybody in our church wants to make a difference. Most of them will shake hands at the door.
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But at the end of the day, it's like we've got capacity on the sidelines and a clear vision. So, I
have a clear vision, beyond the walls and it's just used for a pastor for a church. I think a pastor
has to spend X percent of his time walking the streets and literally prayer walk in some areas that
he just wants God to move in and then take some people with him for a while.”262
Timothy told this researcher that his organization’s focus is to partner with people, rather
than use them, or count them on a matrix. Their primary investment when it comes to people is
the person themselves. “And so, what are we doing is to help grow, develop, and empower our
people as they live out what it is that God's given to them. And then, how do we do that
organizationally so that we can actually achieve what it is that we need to happen.”263
This issue became even more prevalent at the coming of the pandemic shutdowns, when
growing church numbers became less important than care for people and empowering ministry
outside of the church walls. “Jacob” believes that the pandemic amplified church decline in the
United States. “I believe that the pandemic has accelerated the decline of institutional
Christianity in America by 20 years.”264
One reason why collaboration is so important is the transformative power of the gospel
matched with synergistic power of a city-wide or cultural movement instead of a microcosm
trapped within church walls. “I believe… I'm confident that the Church will never become, and
will never be the John 17 saying, of being one as one being unified, unless they collaborate.”265
Thomas agrees: “The Gospel changes things changes people changes towns changes households.
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The Gospel changes everything. And then obviously, in a collaborative context it's more. These
leaders understand that it's more about God's control than my control.”266
Benjamin believes that collaboration changes the very nature of evangelism. All of a
sudden, churches are not using evangelism with ulterior motives of numerical growth, but the
focus is truly on Kingdom influence. “All of a sudden evangelism becomes a whole different
conversation around centered sets. So, if I could create collaborations. What we have seen
worked very well is this idea of stirring up one or five or six centered sets in the community, that
really people care desperately about their big needs in the community, and we're seeing things
form around those centered sets… Coming to Christ isn't our ulterior motive, but it is our
ultimate motive”267
What happens with collaboration in relationship to church revitalization is the onus of
revitalization shift from growing numbers to fulfilling the Great Commission and investing into
the community by the investing in the Kingdom of God. Through that people find purpose. “I
think, internally I think collaboration can allow you to get unstuck from ways of thinking. You
know we if you invite someone in who is differently, different than you even if there were even a
third theology similar and the same. It just allows you to see things from a different perspective
that maybe you wouldn't have seen before, it's like writing a paper, everybody's terrible at
reading their own stuff, because you've been with it for so long.”268
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
Throughout the course of Church history, the ongoing survival of the Church, and its
ability to thrive, was never based on its independence from each other, but to be interdependent
as a part of a larger context of churches. The ongoing tendency toward isolation or siloed
ministry is not a unique problem to churches, but the impetus to intentionality of collaborative
work intended by Christ at his establishment of the Church and modeled by the early church in
Acts and beyond. This research provides an important confluence in missional collaboration
through literature and research that demonstrates the necessity of collaboration for healthy
ongoing ministry and specifically within church revitalization.
In the modern church, the tendency toward isolation, even within denominational groups
is growing. The church growth movement incurred the notion that self-sufficiency is the
equivalence of success. This impression, though representative of a few rare exceptions in mega
churches, actually leads to further church decline rather than providing solutions for church
revitalization. Collaborative ministry among churches enhances healthy church revitalization,
advances the gospel into communities, and brings renewal into the communities of collaborative
churches.
The concept of collaboration is a generally foreign concept in practice, but widely
accepted in concept among church leaders. The realization of this emerges through the
perceptions and mindsets of church leaders and staff. Insecurity in leadership, pride, and mistrust
in other leaders tend to sabotage opportunities for collaboration. This may be unintentionally
conveyed through pastoral training at seminaries and church growth seminars. Regardless of the
source, there is a reluctance in church leadership to intentionally and directly collaborate with
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other missional organizations. The emergence of a missional identity in a church should
underscore and invigorate a collaborative attitude in leadership and church culture. This
vulnerability emerged with a need for churches to develop a COVID-proof model that not only
addressed the vulnerabilities to gather, but also facilitate missional opportunities.
When the COVID-19 shutdowns happened, many churches, including Grace Community
Church, understood more deeply the essence and necessity of missional opportunity in the
community. It also exposed a vulnerability in the notion that bigger is better. Unfortunately, the
shutdowns intensified the level of decline in some churches who were unprepared to change in
order to facilitate a missional effort. For Grace Community Church, it learned to thrive through
innovation and collaboration, rather than wait for a perceived normality to return.
Another byproduct of the shutdowns is the increasing awareness of the efficacy of microchurches. There is tremendous opportunity when churches begin to view themselves as missional
partners instead of missional competitors. When churches relieve themselves of the onus of
merely filling seats and have the realization of what it means to collaboratively share in the
gospel mission of their community, the former need is satisfied and with better results. Churches
traditionally assume their role is to draw people into their building to effect life change. The
biblical model of the church was to incarnationally enter and affect change within their
community without an underlying agenda of church growth strategies. If churches can learn to
collaborate to develop missional communities for revitalization, then their ministries and
influence will have a more significant impact on the local community.
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Comparative Analysis of Literature and Research
An underestimated characteristic of church revitalization is that church revitalization is
among the most challenging ministry endeavors a pastor and church can undertake.269 This is
realized through overlapping and unhealthy leadership, culture, practices and systems that
remain in place, even after intentional efforts to reorganize or strategize the church toward
healthy systems. Collaborative ministry influences leadership growth through relinquishment of
control and siloed leadership. There are mutually beneficial leadership principles, values, and
results for churches and communities when church leaders intentionally and humbly work in
missional collaboration.
What is often ignored is that mission of the Gospel to the community and the mission of
the local church are synonymous.270 They cannot be separated or considered abject from each
other in any way. When the church comes to this realization, a significant shift ensues. There is a
realization on the dependance of all believers in the community to share in the missional effort of
the Great Commission. This was the essence of the prayer of unity found in John 17.
Collaboration removes the recognition and attention from a church or person and
redirects the radiance of ministry to the Church with Jesus as its head. This is where the honor of
missional work and the mission of the church is intended to be given. Additionally, this
collaboration extends to community leaders. As demonstrated by collaborative leaders who were
interviewed, churches working together opens door for relationships with community leaders to
enhance their reach and missional efforts.
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The focus on missional development of church leadership is not a departure from the
uncommitted; it is an intensified effort to build collaborative leaders.271 In this, a commonly
minimized or even missing element in the local church is a collaborative mindset. This is
underscored by church leaders to fail to think, act, and relate collaboratively. Healthy
collaboration is dependent upon healthy leadership. For a collaborative missional church to be
committed to making disciples in the community, healthy discipleship must begin with healthy
leadership.
Collaboration is not a nexus unique to modern church revitalization or efforts. The Bible
is filled with exhortations and instructions for God’s people to intentionally strive for unity and
share resources. This collaboration is critical to the practical realization of the Great Commission
and an appeal by Jesus in his High Priestly Prayer. “I do not ask for these only, but also for those
who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in
me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent
me” (John 17:20-21).
Comparative Analysis of the Purpose of This Study and Research
This study identified five key purposes. As a result of this research these purposes are
discovered and satisfied. The need for clear, missionally-oriented, and shared relationships
between pastors, church leaders, and the community is underscored several times in the course of
this research. There are clear means as to how churches in Winchester, VA can engage in
missionally collaborative ministry.
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First, the need for churches to remove barriers that inhibit collaborative relationships is
vital. Pastors and churches need each other, and communities need healthy churches, if for no
other reason than to encourage each other because few others understand the immense pressure
and discouragement associated with church revitalization ministry. Churches immersed in the
community share similar problems and issues, but also, they share similar solutions to those
problems. When churches are collaborative, they bring tremendous assets for solutions to these
issues.
Second the methods that need to be used by churches and partner ministries need to begin
with relational framework. The foundation of this metric is rooted in spiritual and organizational
health, along with spiritual growth instead of numerical growth.272 Relationship is a foundation
of discipleship and necessary for engagement with the community its leaders. There is an
increasing number of churches that attract crowds through entertaining worship services and
programs, with little concern for spiritual fruit or their relationship with other churches or the
community. This is a travesty.
Third, collaboration begins with leadership. If church leaders are unwilling to be
collaborative, then the church is likely to not be collaborative. Likewise, if the leadership within
the church is unwilling to be collaborative internally, then there is little chance that this will
translate successfully to outside of the church walls. This requires an intentional and decisive
shift in leadership, church culture, and approach to ministry. Therefore, collaboration and a
collaborative mindset will not happen overnight, but it will require an ongoing shift in the
metrics of success.
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Collaborative leaders on the other hand view leadership in a much broader spectrum.
They recognize their churches as being full of people who are called to go and wanting to make a
difference in their communities. Leaders cannot only view their congregation as what they can
do within the church, but also as missionaries to the community around them. Further our cities
and communities need the missional efforts of churches and ministries in all the hidden and
pervasive places of our communities and cities. 273 To wait for the lost to stumble their way into a
church bears very little fruit when there are people ready to be equipped to go out into the
communities.
Fourth, collaborative ministry is effective toward church revitalization on several levels.
It is not a magic formula. Rather, it is a shift in mindset and culture that intentionally
reconditions a church to express itself in partnership with other churches and ministries toward a
common vision that is larger than itself. Collaboration works by restoring the church in missional
and biblical foundations that are found in healthy churches.274 The revitalization pastor who
endeavors to be collaborative in ministry shares the same kind of mindset that was present in the
early church. The vision of the church and its leaders must be the same as God’s. It will not be
the other way around. Church leaders must be willing to put aside their own control and their
own agendas in order to share in God’s vision and mission for the community.275
Last, there are more opportunities in smaller contexts than there in a church continually
striving for larger contexts and congregations. This does not negate a healthy view of natural
church growth, but it does shift the scorecard of what a successful church looks like from a
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numbers-based metric to a healthy, missional entity. Serving together and collaboratively takes
down unhealthy barriers and champions synergetic relationships.

Conclusions for Grace Community Church
There are tremendous opportunities offered to Grace Community Church through
collaborative leadership, ministry, and mission. The previous leadership of GCC fell into a
similar church growth snare of the modern church growth movement. While there may be merits
to some of the foundations of these intentions, these cannot derail the missional premise of the
church in the community. Through collaboration, Grace Community Church can continue to
move from a seeker-driven model to a missionally driven model. The greatest success factor for
Grace Community Church should continue to be seeing the gospel flourish community in the
community around it. In doing so, the leadership of the church can begin to view the community
through the lens of God and realize a grander vision that requires the efforts of all churches in the
community. That is a vision greater than a church alone.
In order for this shift to continue to happen, there must be a continual shift in leadership
philosophy, church culture, and the metrics of how these entities measures success. In order for
Grace Community Church to lead collaboratively, a significant level of release of control and
security is required. The collaborative leaders interviewed and surveyed repeatedly convey that
control disintegrates collaborative efforts. Therefore, it is necessary for leaders at Grace
Community Church to learn to hold onto missional efforts loosely, sharing a common vision but
engaging is different activities.
This shift is centered primarily in how leaders view the those who attend Grace
Community Church. The Church Growth Movement centered church revitalization and church
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growth on the number of people who filled seats on Sunday morning. Therefore, church
leadership viewed people more as a commodity, rather than the engine. The people who call
Grace Community Church are no longer commodities, but missionaries with a calling and
purpose that is greater than the culture and organization of Grace Community Church alone.
Next, Grace Community Church should intentionally engage its community. The genesis
of this engagement should be with other pastors in the community and community leaders, all in
a setting that is conducive for spirited conversations about critical needs in the community.
These cohorts should engage leaders missionally toward a common vision that provides numbers
of activities suited toward answering community needs apart from the nexus of church
attendance. In here are micro church opportunities for constituents of any engaged church to
realize missional opportunities. Here is where the leaders of churches will realize how all the
boats in the harbor will rise when the water starts going up.
Lastly, as Grace Community Church discovers the missional opportunities within its
community, racial collaboration should grow. Grace Community Church currently rents and
houses a Hispanic Church that is apart from it organizationally. Currently there is not
collaborative efforts between the two churches. The realized needs of the community, which has
a growing Hispanic population, should naturally move Grace Community Church and the
Hispanic church to having discussions about how to continue to missionally engage the
community together.
Recommendations for Other Churches and Ministries
The conundrum discovered in this research is the dichotomy of those who believe that
collaboration is invaluable to ministry and do not engage in collaborative efforts (if one does
engage it is typically narrow engagement). On the other side of the issue are the collaborative
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leaders who have discovered the power and joy of working closely with other churches and
ministries know the exponential power of cooperating in a vision greater than themselves. These
movements are significantly cohesive in mission, orientation, and efficacious in sharing the
gospel. For today’s church leaders, the question should be asked, “How can we intentionally
become more collaborative?”
The evidence of the harmful effects of siloed leadership and siloed ministry begs for
churches and church leaders to release their grips on territorialism and empower themselves and
each other toward collaborative efforts. In the post-COVID world, there has never been a more
significant or opportune time for this realization. Creating missional communities for the
realization of church revitalization is rooted in collaborative ministry. This research demonstrates
that dynamic collaborative ministries provide significant opportunities for church, but it requires
a shift in leadership focus and unlearning some of the standards imposed by the church growth
movement. With that in mind, there are three recommendations that churches may learn from
this research.
First, leaders should evaluate the level of missional engagement their church or
organization fosters on a routine basis. Churches should define what a successful engagement of
ministry looks like, how they metric success, and if they are realistically reaching those marks.
Secondly, church leaders should evaluate their mission and vision statements and decide if they
are missionally obtaining that vision on a community level. Church leaders should also evaluate
if they are engaged in their community and other churches in their community, and if they can
quantify the immediate and pressings needs of the community.
Next, church and ministry leaders should identify ways they can shift leadership patterns
and structures to be more collaborative. Engaging in the community through community groups,
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meetings, and cohorts are opportunistic avenues of discovering collaborative nuances often
missed through siloed ministry. Rather than focusing efforts of programmed structures that seek
to bring the community into the church, church leaders should intentionally discover ways to
take the church into the community and do so in conjunction with neighboring churches.
Connecting the Church into the community does not require a church to dissolve its methods and
traditions. Therefore, churches collaborating together in the community keep their unique
cultural distinctives in their approach to worship.
Lastly, churches should engage in discovering together a grander vision that is greater
than one church alone. Missional collaborative community engagement is rooted in something
larger than one church alone. This research has identified that the community is significantly
benefited when churches collaborate in this manner. Churches should care meaningfully about
the community they are inhabit with their facilities and gatherings.
Recommendations for Future Research
There are assertions in this research that would benefit from further research. These
assertions are limited in their scope due to the limiting scope of this research but would be
fruitful for future thoughts. Grace Community Church is not an anomaly in its decline and
struggle toward revitalization. The majority of churches struggle with a leadership culture that
honors a collaborative mindset. There are plenty of leadership and cultural nuances that have
strained the efforts toward regaining (or perhaps even realizing for the first time) true
organizational health. Exploring cultural nuances that inhibit healthy leadership toward church
revitalization is a powerful topic worthy of additional study.
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Secondly, this research asserted through interviews and literature the unintended adverse
effects of the church growth movement. This, along with how seminaries are training pastors in
leadership philosophies warrants further research as the Church is entering into a new generation
and a new chapter in church history. Lastly, this research was primarily written in the closing
timeline of the COVID-19 pandemic, shutdowns, and reboot for our culture and churches.
Understanding the longer-term effects and strategies of churches before, during, and after the
COVID-19 pandemic will undoubtedly unearth many valuable insights for many years to come.
Soli Deo Gloria
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Appendix B
Questions for Survey to Church Leaders
“Creating Collaborative Missional Communities to Enhance Church Revitalization”
Bradford W. Reaves
Liberty University School of Divinity
You are invited to participate in a web-based online survey on “Creating Collaborative Missional
Communities to Enhance Church Revitalization.” This is a research project conducted by
Bradford Reaves at Liberty University, School of Divinity, and should take approximately 5
minutes to complete.
PARTICIPATION: Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may refuse to take part in
the research or exit the survey at any time without penalty. You are free to decline to answer any
particular question that you do not wish to answer for any reason.
BENEFITS: You will receive no direct benefits from participating in this research
study. However, your responses may help me learn more about how well churches can
collaborate in missional ministry.
RISKS: There are no foreseeable risks involved in participating in this study other than those
encountered in day-to-day life.
CONFIDENTIALITY: Your will answers will be collected SurveyMonkey.com where data is
stored in a password protected electronic format. Survey Monkey does not collect identifying
information such as your name, email address, or IP address. Therefore, your responses will
remain anonymous. No one will be able to identify you or your answers, and no one will know
whether or not you participated in the study.
CONTACT: If you have any questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may
contact me at breaves1@liberty.edu or my doctoral mentor, Dr. Danny Allen, at
deallen6@liberty.edu. If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this
form, or that your rights as a participant in research have not been honored during the course of
this project, or you have any questions, concerns, or complaints that you wish to address to
someone other than the investigator, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review
Board, 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at
irb@liberty.edu.
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below. You may print a copy of this
consent form for your records. Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that
•
•
•

You have read the above information
You voluntarily agree to participate
You are 18 years of age or older
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Participant must click [Agree/Disagree]
[If the participant clicks agree, they will be directed to question #1]
For the purpose of this study, Collaborative Ministry is defined as when two or more
churches are engaged in kingdom-focused ministry together, sharing common resources, staff,
and efforts to glorify God above all else, and to reach goals that could not be achieved alone.
With this definition in mind, please answer the following questions about collaborative ministry
in your ministry context:
1. Does your church currently collaborate with other churches as defined above? (yes/no)
2. Does your church currently collaborate with other faith-based ministries? (yes/no)
3. To what extent do you believe it is vital for churches to collaborate with each other:
(Scale of 0-5; 0= none – 5=extremely)
If Question number one is answered “yes,” participants will be directed to questions 4-9: For
churches answering “no,” they will be directed to question number ten.
For churches who answer affirmatively to collaborating with other churches:
4. To what degree does your church collaborate with another ministry? (scale of 0 to 5;
0=none to 5=extensively)
5. How long has your church engaged in collaborative ministry? (date ranges)
6. How would you rate the benefits of collaborating in ministry with other churches? (scale:
0=none to 5=very beneficial)
7. What are the three primary benefits of collaborating with other churches? Multiple
Choice: a.) Additional People to Help; b.) Community Benefit; c.) Cost-Effectiveness; d.)

121

Ethnic Diversity; e.) Facility Usage; f.) Shared Leadership g.) Kingdom Impact h.)
Church Attendance; i.) Planning and Coordination; j) Other [fill in the blank]
8. What are the primary challenges of collaborating with other churches? Multiple Choice:
a.) Commitment from Other Churches; b.) Reluctance from Leadership of Other
Churches; c.) Reluctance from Leadership within the Church; d.) Unity Among Churches
e.) Sharing Costs; f.) Doctrinal Issues; g.) Relationship with Community; h.) Scheduling
Issues; i.) Availability of Volunteers; h.) Other [fill in the blank]
9. How do you believe the Community where your church resides benefits from the
collaborative partnership? (Scale of 0-5: 0=no benefit – 5= extremely beneficial)
For churches who answer they do not engage in collaborative ministry with other churches:
10. What do you believe are the most substantial hindrances toward churches collaborating
with each other? Multiple Choice: (a.) Commitment from Other Churches; b.) Reluctance
from Leadership of Other Churches; c.) Reluctance from Leadership within the Church;
d.) Unity Among Churches e.) Sharing Costs; f.) Doctrinal Issues; g.) Relationship with
Community; h.) Scheduling Issues; i.) Availability of Volunteers; h.) Other [fill in the
blank]
11. What do you believe would be the benefits for your church to collaborate with another
church? Multiple Choice: a.) Additional People to Help; b.) Community Benefit; c.)
Cost-Effectiveness; d.) Ethnic Diversity; e.) Facility Usage; f.) Shared Leadership g.)
Kingdom Impact h.) Church Attendance; i.) Planning and Coordination; j) Other [fill in
the blank]

122

12. How would do you believe the Community would benefit from churches collaborating
together? (Scale of 0-5: 0=none – 10= extremely beneficial)
13. Would your church be open to collaborating with other churches? (yes/no)
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Appendix C
Interview Questions
Upon agreement to participate in the interview process, the interview questions will be sent
to the interviewees ahead of time, along with a participation agreement. The writer of this
research project will travel for in-person interviews whenever possible. When in-person
interviews are not possible, video conferencing, such as Zoom will be used.
Interview Questions for these leaders engaged in collaborative ministry will include:
1. Describe your ministry or church.
2. Describe some ways your church or ministry collaborates with other churches or
ministries?
3. What are the benefits to your church or ministry in collaborating with other churches
or ministries?
4. What are some important characteristics required to lead collaborative ministries?
5. What are important factors for ministries to successfully collaborate?
6. What are challenges collaborating with other churches or ministries pose to your
church or ministry?
7. How do you believe churches collaborating together can benefit each other and their
communities?
8. Is there anything else you would like to share?
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Appendix D
Permission Letter from Brethren Church

125

Appendix E
Permission Letter from Grace Community Church
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